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ABSTRACT 
CONSTRUCTING DISABILITY: 
« A PHENOMENOLOGICAL INTERVIEW STUDY 
OF ONE STUDENT’S EXPERIENCE (S) OF DISABILTIY 
MAY 2001 
PETER J. MCDONALD 
B.A., PURDUE UNIVERSITY 
M. ED., CAMBRIDGE COLLEGE 
ED.D. UNTVERSTIY OF MASSACHUSETTS AMHERST 
Directed by: Professor Gretchen Rossman 
This dissertation reports a study of the experience of disability of one 
student identified as having a Nonverbal Learning Disorder (NLD), his 
parents, teachers, and other educational personnel at the private, boarding 
school he attends. This qualitative, phenomenologically-based interview 
study examines the narratives of each of the participants to explore the 
construction of disability that each has developed and to present a picture of 
the multiplicity of perspectives that coexist and interact in this student’s daily 
life. 
This study used in-depth phenomenological interviewing as its primary 
approach to qualitative research and supplemented that with more traditional, 
qualitative interviewing techniques. In-depth interviews were conducted with 
the study’s primary participants: the student and his parents. Three 90- 
minute interviews were conducted with each of these participants, focusing on 
their stories of the student’s disability. The audiotaped interviews, transcripts 
vi 
of those interviews, and my notes during the interview process became the 
raw data for this study. From these data, profiles and portraits of the central 
participant were developed by selecting data from the transcript of each 
participant’s interview. Data was selected and coded according to its 
relevance to the construct of disability and portraits were crafted from the 
selected data. The completed portraits are presented in the participant’s 
original words and are arranged, with my interpretive remarks, in chapters that 
reference the participants’ relationships with the student participant. Two 
concepts, locus of disability and identifying features of disability were used to 
compare and contrast the stories of participants in this study. 
The findings of this study suggest that the construction of disability 
among a student, his parents, teachers, and other school personnel is multiple 
and heterogeneous in nature. The extent to which those constructions were 
idiosyncratic and dependent upon personal relationships with the student 
participant is a central finding of this study. Implications for educational 
administration are discussed. 
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CHAPTER 1 
INTRODUCTION 
1.1 Overview and Background 
The problem around which this study is organized is the increasing 
frequency with which students are identified as NLD (Nonverbal Learning 
Disability) and the lack of meaningful phenomenological research done with 
this population. This study seeks to extend the understanding of a student 
labeled NLD by examining the conceptualizations that he has constructed with 
regard to the notion of disability. Specifically, this study explores the 
perspective on disability that a secondary school student identified as NLD 
has developed and provides a phenomenological report of the experience of 
NLD as it affects not only students but parents, teachers, and others who work 
with NLD. 
Among the fundamental questions that this study seeks to answer is how 
conceptualizations of disability among a student identified as NLD, his parents, 
educational professionals, teachers, and school personnel differ. A phenomenological 
research design utilizing in-depth interviewing (following Seidman, 1998) was 
employed to collect data from a student identified as NLD, as well as from his 
parents, educational professionals, teachers, and other school personnel with whom 
he regularly has contact or who directly influence curriculum and instruction. 
1.2 Profile of the Researcher 
Because qualitative research involves the researcher so intimately as an 
“instrument” (Marshall & Rossman, 1995, p. 59) of the research, central to the 
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understanding of any qualitative research is an understanding of the relevant personal 
history and role(s) of the researcher in the setting. To allow readers of this study 
access to that information, I offer the following biographical narrative as part of the 
background and overview of the study. 
My interest in Nonverbal Learning Disability (both in terms of my curiosity 
about learning disabilities and in terms of personal investment) began, in some sense, 
before I was bom. In 1967, my family moved to central Massachusetts as my father 
took over as headmaster of a small, private special needs school. Although there was 
very little known about learning disabilities at the time, it soon became his life’s 
work. As a child, my exposure to learning disabilities was considerably different than 
that of most of my peers. I lived, played, and sometimes went to school with students 
who were identified as learning disabled—even before most people had any 
understanding of what that term might mean. Eventually, I developed the same 
passion for the study of the field of learning disabilities and eagerly embarked on a 
similar career path. 
In 1993,1 joined Harbert Hill School as the director of admission. It soon 
became apparent to me that there was a contingent of students with whom we were 
working that shared a group of characteristics that had been previously unrecognized 
as related. These students had often been labeled unmotivated, disinterested, and 
socially awkward, often having difficulty with written expression and mathematics. 
My interest in these students led me to the work of Dr. Byron Rourke, whose thirty 
years of research was quickly becoming the basis for a movement in learning 
disabilities education with the recognition of what he termed Nonverbal Learning 
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Disability. Reading this research, I was struck by how accurately, in many ways, it 
described the students with whom I was working. However, it was in the social 
domain that my interest in these students was greatest, and the neuropsychological 
perspective from which Rourke’s work was being done left, I thought, aspects of the 
socialization of these students unexplored. 
My interest in NLD was further shaped by my acceptance into the doctoral 
program in educational administration (1995) and by my appointment to the position 
of headmaster of Harbert Hill School (1998). When charged with the responsibility 
for Harbert Hill School’s mission, it became apparent to me that to program 
effectively for children described as NLD, it was necessary to understand the wider 
social world of these students. The neuropsychological syndrome of assets and 
deficits that Rourke had described was helpful only to a point in planning for these 
students. At this point, I began to talk with families and with students attending the 
school to begin to shape a program that could meet their needs. It is this goal that 
continues to inform my research interests and that led directly to this dissertation 
research. 
1.3 Questions for the Study 
On the whole, this study is characterized by its orientation as a 
phenomenological interview study. Data from the primary participants were collected 
following Seidman’s (1998) model for in-depth, phenomenologically based 
interviewing. As such, the guiding principle for me in conducting this research was to 
gain an understanding of the participants’ experience with disability and with NLD as 
an instance of disability in particular. The interests that motivated this study were 
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central not only to the data collection procedures but also to the ongoing analysis of 
the data that was collected. Repeatedly, I found myself returning to a simple question 
that elicited profoundly complex “answers:” What is it like to experience (learning) 
disability? I bracket “learning” here because as I listened to the stories of the central 
participants, it became apparent that it was the construct of disability that loomed 
largest in their lives. That the disability had to do with learning in some way seemed 
almost inconsequential or important only as ancillary information, except as it 
informed the selection of participants and the specific educational setting within 
which the study is placed. My inclination in designing this study was to generate 
research questions that were perhaps too narrowly specific to be of use and that 
exposed a predisposition toward what I might find. With a background in admission 
at Harbert Hill School, my habit of reading psycho-educational assessments with a 
judgmental eye inclined me too much to hypotheses testing and the making of 
generalizations. Initially, I found myself developing questions that, to be answered, 
would involve specific policy recommendations for all schools or particular 
pedagogical recommendations for all students labeled LD. Such questions clearly 
reached beyond my original research interests and were incompatible with the 
methodology that I had chosen. As the study progressed, Seidman’s (1998) 
comments about the proper domain of in-depth interviewing were helpful: 
The purpose of in-depth interviewing is not to get answers to 
questions, nor to test hypotheses, and not to “evaluate” as the term is 
normally used. At the root of in-depth interviewing is an interest in 
understanding the experience of other people and the meaning they 
make of that experience (p. 3). 
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In the end, the questions that informed this study were these ostensibly simple 
questions that would require inordinately complex “answers,” confounding my 
sometimes naive desire for neatly generalizable outcomes: 
1. How does this student labeled NLD construct the notion of (learning) 
disability? 
2. How do this student’s parents, teachers, and other school personnel 
construct the notion of (learning) disability? 
3. What are the implications of varying constructions of disability among the 
participants? 
1.4 Design of the Study 
A phenomenological research paradigm was chosen for this study. Following 
Seidman (1998), an in-depth interview process was used as the method of data 
collection for the primary participants in the study (i.e., the student and his parents). 
This method of inquiry is particularly suited to the research questions in this case 
because it is the participants’ construction of their world generally and of the concept 
of disability within the home and school settings that this study seeks to explore. A 
phenomenological approach to research values the ordinary world of the “subjects” of 
the research. A phenomenological approach privileges the experience and stories of 
other people and allows the researcher to “borrow other people’s experiences and 
their reflections on their experiences in order to better be able to come to an 
understanding of the deeper significance of an aspect of human nature” (Van Manen, 
1990, p. 62). 
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As Seidman suggests, the in-depth interview process allows the researcher the 
opportunity to encourage a participant to “reconstruct his or her experience within the 
topic under study” (1998, p. 9). This, Seidman asserts, is imperative when we seek to 
understand the dynamics of an educational setting because it is from concrete 
experience that individuals construct abstractions about their world (1998, p. 1). 
The choice of a phenomenological approach to the present study was 
indicated by my interest in the construction of the notion of disability. It is only 
through such an approach that an informative and revealing depiction of that 
construct could be developed. 
1.5 Assumptions 
1.5.1 Subjectivist Paradigm 
As qualitative, phenomenologically-based research, for its theoretical 
orientation this study relies on the subjectivist view of the social science professions 
(Skrtic, 1995, p. 16-18). This perspective assumes that disciplinary knowledge is not 
objective, found knowledge about the world but is rather culturally located, subjective 
knowledge constructed by individuals within particular social settings. From this 
perspective, it is assumed that disciplinary or theoretical knowledge is “of temporary 
validity and utility” (Skrtic, 1995, p. 17). Further, this perspective assumes that all 
knowledge is both local and contextualized. As a research approach, this perspective 
highlights the importance of understanding a particular setting on its own merits 
rather than as an instance of a supposed objective phenomenon of which it is 
presumed to be an example. For learning disabilities theory and the practice of 
special education, the consequences of this perspective are significant. Most 
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important is the assumption that learning disabilities as phenomena are socially 
constructed (Skrtic, 1995; Sleeter, 1987; Gallagher, 1998). That is, it is assumed 
within the subjectivist view of the social sciences, that the concept of learning 
disabilities is a socially and culturally bound construction dependent upon other 
assumptions about the world that have political and ideological implications—rather 
than a universally recognized fact of neurology, for example, as the prevailing models 
of learning disabilities (Carrier, 1987; Murphy, 1992; Luna, 1997; Rourke, 1989) 
hold. 
1.5.2 Data Analysis and Presentation 
For data analysis, this study relies on the assumptions of in-depth, 
phenomenologically based interviewing as a tool for qualitative research. In essence, 
this means valuing the experiences and stories of others as meaningful and worthy of 
research (Seidman, 1998). Ultimately, this means valuing narrative as a way of 
understanding and making sense of the world; within the discipline of education, this 
is an especially powerful approach to understanding the world (Bruner, 1996). 
1.5.3 Transferability vs. Generalizability 
While it is lamentable that such a bias still exists, the qualitative research 
paradigm still enjoys less currency and less institutional credibility within the field of 
education than many feel that it deserves (Marshall & Rossman, 1995). This is true 
to an even greater extent within the sub-field of special education (Gallagher, 1998). 
One reason for the continued reluctance of mainstream educational researchers to 
accept qualitative research from a subjectivist point of view is the assumption from 
the subjectivist position that all “disciplinary or theoretical knowledge is “of 
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temporary validity and utility” (Skrtic, 1995, p. 17). Within a qualitative research 
framework, the notion of “transferability” often replaces the more traditional concept 
of “generalizability” (Marshall & Rossman, 1995, p. 143-144). In doing so, the onus 
for extending results from one setting to another is more properly on those who would 
seek to extend the results than on those who present the results, initially (Marshall & 
Rossman, 1995, p. 143-144). That is, the appropriateness of relying upon the results 
obtained in one setting (one school, for example) when examining or working in 
another setting (e.g., another school) is a judgment that must be made primarily by 
those who seek to utilize the original study in a new setting and who are familiar with 
the second setting. 
1.6 Significance of the Study 
A study of the various perspectives from which students, parents, teachers, 
and other school personnel understand the notion of disability is important for several 
reasons. Previous research in the field of learning disabilities has been done almost 
exclusively from the neuropsychological or medical perspective (Carrier, 1987; 
Murphy, 1992). While this research can provide useful information and models for 
addressing some of the difficulties faced by learning disabled students (and those 
concerned with their education and development), it does not adequately describe the 
interpersonal dynamics of an actual educational setting. Because of the unique 
syndrome of assets and difficulties associated with Nonverbal Learning Disability 
(NLD), developing an understanding of this dynamic is particularly important in a 
setting that seeks to meet the needs of students identified with NLD. Understanding 
how different or competing notions of disability contribute to school failure is of 
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fundamental importance to parents, teachers, and school personnel as they seek to 
make responsible decisions within the realm of educational policy. Similarly, an 
understanding of this dynamic is essential for teachers who seek to be effective 
practitioners implementing school policy. 
1.7 Limitations of the Study 
This study is limited to the experience of disability that one student, his 
family, and the educational professionals who work with that student reconstructed 
through the interview process. The intent of this study was not to develop 
generalizations about the commonality of experience among students identified as 
NLD. However, in designing the study, consideration was given to including various 
other possible participants who might, in one way or another, have experience with 
this student (and his disability). Two other groups were specifically considered 
during the design phase of this study: family friends and peers. Ultimately, I made 
the decision not to include members of these groups as participants because of the 
possible ramifications for family and interpersonal dynamics for Mark and his 
parents, the central participants in the study. 
In particular, the absence of the perspective and experiences of Mark’s age 
peers and classmates is a significant limitation of this study. In retrospect, the degree 
to which other participants focused on the social skills aspects of Mark’s disability 
made clear the saliency of the perspectives of Mark’s peers. However, after careful 
consideration, it was my decision that interviewing Mark’s peers would make Mark 
vulnerable to an extent which I believed to be unethical. As the findings of this study 
suggest, Mark is a young man who has considerable difficulty making and 
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maintaining friendships—exposing his life experience to scrutiny by his peers seemed 
an unnecessary additional stress to this situation that could not be justified. 
Another obvious limitation of this study is the absence of data from Mark’s 
biological father, with whom Mark has maintained regular contact consistently. 
Several attempts were made to contact and interview Mark’s biological father, though 
none were successful. 
My role as the headmaster in the setting in which this research was conducted 
is another limitation that must be addressed. While my position gave me considerable 
access to many of the school-based participants, that access came at a price. It was 
occasionally evident that some participants were uncomfortable seeing me in dual 
roles as researcher and as colleague/supervisor. At times, I felt as though some 
participants were apprehensive about sharing their experiences as candidly as they 
might have done with another interviewer. 
1.8 Organization of the Dissertation 
The remaining seven chapters of this dissertation are organized in the 
following fashion. Chapter 2 provides a review of literature in fields of 
learning disabilities, Nonverbal Learning Disability, and alternative views on 
learning disabilities in order to locate this study within the context of previous 
research on learning disabilities. Chapter 3 provides an explanation of the 
data collection and analysis methods used in this study. Chapters 4 through 7 
present data in the form of participant profiles and portraits constructed from 
interview data and organized into chapters according to a model described in 
Chapter 3. Chapter 4 constructs a profile of Mark, the central participant, 
10 
using interview data collected with Mark; Chapter 5 presents portraits of Mark 
constructed from interviews with his mother and stepfather; Chapter 6 
provides portraits of Mark constructed from interview data collected from 
Mark’s teachers; and Chapter 7 provides portraits of Mark constructed from 
interviews with school administrators and other school personnel. Interpretive 
and connective commentary is interspersed throughout the data chapters. 
Chapter 8 provides a discussion of the of the findings for each of the research 
questions outlined in Chapter 1, outlines the implications of the study, and 
suggests directions for further research. 
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CHAPTER 2 
REVIEW OF LITERATURE 
2.1 Introduction 
This review of literature seeks to accomplish several aims: 1) to provide a 
historical overview and characterization of research in the field of learning disabilities 
since its establishment as a discipline in order to provide a context for understanding 
the research in the field of nonverbal learning disabilities; 2) to outline the 
development of research in the area of Nonverbal Learning Disability, generally; 3) to 
establish that most, if not all, of the research in this area has been done from a 
neuropsychological perspective that does not adequately address all aspects of the 
lives of students, families, and educators who live or work with NLD; and 4) to 
indicate areas in which additional, specifically qualitative study in the area of NLD is 
warranted. 
Most research within the field of learning disabilities (LD) has been done 
from a neuropsychological perspective (Carrier, 1987; Murphy, 1992). To an even 
greater extent, research on Nonverbal Learning Disability (NLD) as a subtype of 
learning disability has been done from within this neuropsychological perspective, 
variously termed the medical, neuropsychological, or information-processing model. 
Research from this perspective seeks to identify brain-based etiology for the 
various difficulties (both academic and otherwise) experienced by children labeled 
learning disabled. There is a tendency for research done from this perspective to 
frame the nature of the problem as existing within an individual (Sleeter, 1987; Luna, 
1997). Additionally, as one might expect, there is a tendency for researchers and 
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professionals operating within this conceptual framework to value 
quantitative/clinical research more highly than other research (Bogdan and Lutfiyya, 
1992). This approach to the study of learning (disabilities) has been critiqued from a 
number of perspectives (Westman, 1990; Kavale and Fomess, 1985; Franklin, 1987; 
Sleeter, 1987). 
2.2 Historical Perspective 
In the historical section of this review, I will briefly outline research in the 
field of learning disabilities up to 1963 and then focus on issues of definition since 
the introduction of the term “learning disability” by Samuel Kirk in 1963. 
Systematic research in the field of learning disabilities began over a century 
ago with interest in brain damaged children and adults who appeared to demonstrate a 
predictable pattern of intellectual and emotional difficulty or “deficit.” Terms such as 
“word blindness” and “dyslexia” began to appear in late 19th century research 
literature to describe the inability to read when visual and other intellectual functions 
appeared to be intact (Hinshelwood, 1917; Kolb and Whishaw, 1990; Hallahan and 
Cruickshank, 1973). The conceptualization of the brain and central nervous system 
as determinative of learning and other intellectual/psychological functioning is clearly 
neuropsychological here, seeking to make direct attribution of intellectual and 
psychological phenomena to specific brain injury (Gaddes and Edgell, 1994). 
Similarly, Samuel T. Orton, often considered the father of modem research on 
reading difficulties suggested that dyslexia should be understood as having a 
neurological etiology in his work with children with speech and reading problems in 
the 1920s and 1930s. Orton went further to suggest that difficulties in learning to 
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read could be correlated with left-handedness and, by extension, to the failure to 
establish clear dominance of the left cerebral hemisphere to which language functions 
are often attributed (Orton, 1937). 
The work of Head (1926) and particularly that of Goldstein (1936; 1942) on 
the aftereffects of head (brain) injury on soldiers in World War I contributed 
significantly to the landmark conceptual work of Werner and Strauss in the 1930s and 
1940s. Goldstein, in particular, had suggested that difficulty with behavior, learning, 
and perception might be attributed to brain injury in his subjects. Werner and Strauss 
were especially interested in extending the work of Goldstein to explain difficulties 
that children demonstrated with learning and behavior. In their experimental work 
with retarded children Werner and Strauss developed the notion of “exogenous” 
(attributable to documented or hypothesized neurological defects) versus 
“endogenous” (attributable to hereditary factors or family history) subtypes of mental 
retardation (Strauss and Lehtinen, 1947). 
While these early studies have been scrutinized and questioned in various 
ways, they continue to provide a foundation on which modem and contemporary 
learning disability theory rests (Hallahan and Cruickshank, 1973). In fact, the 
contemporary notion of subtype classification for learning disabilities had its origins 
in Wemer and Strauss’ work with mentally retarded children. 
2.3 Definitions 
With Samuel Kirk’s introduction of the term “learning disability” (1963), 
came the need for a definition of learning disabilities. At a conference organized by 
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parents (later to form the Association for Children with Learning Disabilities or 
ACLD), Kirk proposed the term learning disabilities to refer to children who 
can see and hear and who do not have marked general intellectual deficits, but 
who show deviations in behavior and in psychological development to such an 
extent that they are unable to adjust at home or to learn by ordinary methods 
in school (1963, p. 8). 
Kirk goes on to suggest that the “causes of these behavior deviations have been 
postulated as some sort of cerebral dysfunction” (p. 8). Obviously, the influence of 
the earlier work of Goldstein, Werner and Strauss, and Orton is evident in the 
continued application of a neuropsychological perspective here. 
Although various other professional and advocacy groups continued to debate 
the usefulness of Kirk’s descriptive term “learning disability” in the years 
immediately following the Chicago conference, suggesting terms such as “brain 
injured,” “minimal brain dysfunction,” and “developmental imbalance,” the definition 
of learning disabilities that ultimately informed the Children with Specific Learning 
Disabilities Act (PL 91-230, 1969) and later the Education of All Handicapped 
Children Act of 1975 (PL 94-142) owed much to Kirk’s characterization of the 
condition (Houck, 1984). The definition, originally developed by the National 
Advisory Committee on Handicapped Children, led by Kirk, makes clear the 
dominance of the neuropsychological perspective: 
“Specific learning disability” means a disorder in one or more of the 
basic psychological processes involved in understanding or in using language, 
spoken or written, in which the disorder may manifest itself in an imperfect 
ability to listen, think, speak, read, write, spell, or to do mathematical 
calculations. The term includes such conditions as perceptual handicaps, 
brain injury, minimal brain dysfunction, dyslexia, and developmental aphasia. 
The term does not include children who have learning problems which are 
primarily the result of visual, hearing, or motor handicaps, or mental 
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retardation, or emotional disturbance, or of environmental, cultural, or 
economic disadvantage (U.S. Office of Education, 1977, p. 65083, emphasis 
added). 
Disagreement about an appropriate and operationally adequate definition for 
learning disabilities has characterized much of the scholarship in the field of learning 
disability since the term was coined and continues to be a focus within the field of 
learning disabilities (Hooper and Willis, 1989; Westman, 1990). Particularly 
noteworthy is a subsequent definition proposed by the National Joint Committee for 
Learning Disabilities (NJCLD). The NJCLD, comprised of members from six 
professional and research organizations proposed the following definition: 
Learning disabilities is a generic term that refers to a heterogeneous 
group of disorders manifested by significant difficulties in the acquisition and 
use of listening, speaking, reading, writing, reasoning, or mathematical 
abilities. These disorders are intrinsic to the individual and presumed to be 
due to central nervous system dysfunction. Even though a learning disability 
may occur concomitantly with other handicapping conditions (e.g., sensory 
impairment, mental retardation, social and emotional disturbance) or 
environmental influences (e.g., cultural differences, insufficient/inappropriate 
instruction, psychogenic factors), it is not the direct result of those influences 
(Hammill, et al., 1981, p. 336, emphasis added). 
In this definition, the neuropsychological nature of learning disabilities is no longer 
only implied but has become a central defining characteristic of a learning disability: 
“These disorders are...presumed to be due to central nervous system dysfunction.” 
The certainty with which this is asserted is characteristic of recent research that 
focuses on issues of definition (Gaddes and Edgell, 1994; Hammill et al., 1987). Of 
even greater importance in the NJCLD definition of learning disabilities is the 
recognition of learning disabilities as “intrinsic to the individual.” 
Together, the ideas that disability is intrinsic to the individual and has a 
neurological etiology are the foundations upon which the vast majority of research in 
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the field of learning disabilities has been done (Carrier, 1986). Consequently, it is 
with these two elements that contemporary critiques of a learning disabilities theory 
and practice take issue. These assumptions have been critiqued from a number of 
perspectives that are discussed in the following section. 
2.4 Alternative Views of Disability 
In general, critiques of the traditional neuropsychological view of learning 
disabilities take one of two approaches to that critique: openly questioning the 
methodology and validity of quantitative studies of learning disabilities or 
highlighting the aspects of education that typically get little or no consideration from 
a neuropsychological perspective. 
Approaching the question in part from the first of these perspectives, Coles 
(1986; 2000) has suggested that descriptions of learning disabilities (and reading 
disabilities in particular) as primarily neurological in nature and etiology are 
fundamentally unsupported and that studies resting upon assumptions from this 
perspective are frequently methodologically flawed. Similarly, Kavale & Fomess 
(1985) report that there is no evidence that the majority of students labeled as learning 
disabled have any neurological impairment. Franklin (1987) goes further still in this 
line of objection, calling into question some of the seminal studies in the area of 
learning disabilities. Franklin notes that “[njeither Strauss nor Werner in [their] 
initial research with mentally defective children nor Strauss, Lehtinen, or Kephart in 
their studies of children with normal intelligence provided clear evidence of the 
existence of brain injury or other neurological dysfunctions” (p. 44). Perhaps the 
most critical look at the history of quantitative research in special education comes 
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from Gallagher (1998). She (1998) definitively rejects a scientific (or positivist) 
approach to special education in suggesting that “[w]e may find that the methods of 
science have served more to obscure than enlighten our current educational practices” 
(p. 500). 
Taking a position that correlates with the second of the critical perspectives 
that I have outlined, Westman (1990) suggests a multisystems approach that considers 
the hierarchically organized social systems in which individuals operate. Westman 
(1990) notes that “there has been little scholarly interest in what actually goes on in 
schools and classrooms” and that researchers have focused their attention and hopes 
on “Newtonian methods of social sciences in which statistics are regarded as assuring 
objectivity” (p. 41). While Westman’s (1990) work goes only so far in offering an 
alternative to the traditional view of learning disabilities, it consistently and 
persuasively makes the point that there are considerations to be made about aspects of 
educational policy and practice beyond students’ performance on various 
pychoeducational and achievement assessments and presumptions about the 
neurology that may underlie this performance. 
Going further than Westman (1990) and outlining an interactionist perspective 
Wixon & Lipson suggest an interactionist perspective on learning disability that 
presumes “that every aspect of learning failure is related to broad social, economic, 
political, and cultural influences that are not always immediately apparent” (p. 564). 
Following a similar course, Sleeter (1987) suggests that most “learning disabilities” 
can be explained as a mismatch between students’ abilities and what is expected of 
them in the classroom. She submits that “students who come to be called learning 
18 
disabled are for the most part normal children who have not experienced success in 
the regular classroom because their learning modalities happen to be something other 
than reading and writing” (Sleeter, 1987, p. 84). 
Sleeter takes this reasoning further, suggesting that race, gender, class and 
other constructs must be examined in a discussion of learning disability. Adopting a 
position that Gaffney& Anderson (2000) suggest should be termed a “social 
constructivist” perspective (p.58), Sleeter (1987) suggests that “learning disabilities is 
a by-product of a political purpose of schooling.. .[which] is to instill in the young a 
relatively standardized body of knowledge that accepts white wealthy male privilege 
and dominance” (p. 83). 
Research and conceptual studies that take the second of the critical 
perspectives that I have outlined typically reference the “social construction” of 
learning disabilities or of disability more generally. Unfortunately, this is a term that 
has had varied applications in the literature, often causing some confusion within the 
field. Just as Wixon & Lipson (1991) point out that a range of perspectives broadly 
categorized as social perspectives offer divergent approaches to learning disabilities, 
some assuming the neurological fact of the disability and responding to it, others 
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suggesting that disability itself is constituted through social relationships (on both the 
local and societal levels), the term “social construction” is used in multiple ways 
within the literature as well. Marks (1999) and Smart (2001) for example, appear to 
use “social construction” to refer to public or societal attitudes toward learning 
disabilities and the learning disabled. In contrast and in what seems a more fully 
constructivist approach (following Gaffney & Anderson, 2000), Luna (1997) uses the 
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term “social construction” for conceptualizations of learning disabilities that are the 
most socioculturally oriented and which highlight the ideological implications of 
constructions of disability. 
Interestingly, both Marks (1999) and Smart (2001) seem poised to take that 
next step to a full conceptualization of learning disabilities as socially constructed 
(following Gaffney & Anderson, 2000) but fall short of doing so. Smart (2001), in 
particular, seems clearly to be using the term as a way of naming social perceptions of 
persons with disabilities. She refers to the well-know deaf community on Martha’s 
Vineyard as an example: 
The increasing proportion of the population with disabilities adds a 
new dimension to the concept of normalcy. If normalcy is based upon 
numbers, with those in the numerical majority considered to be 
“normal” and those in the numerical minority considered to be 
“abnormal,” then as more individuals acquire the identification of 
having a disability, will the definition of normalcy change? An 
unusual example of a substantial number of individuals having a 
disability (albeit not a majority), and not being perceived as having a 
disability due to their large proportion of the population, is described 
in Goce’s book [about the deaf population on Martha’s 
Vineyard].. ..What is unusual about the story is the lack of disability 
identity on the island. On Martha’s Vineyard, deafness was a natural 
part of human existence. Deafness was unremarkable (p. 6, emphasis 
added). 
It is Smart’s comment, “Deafness was unremarkable” that highlights 
the difference between her use of “social construction” and that proposed by 
Luna (1997), Sleeter (1987; 1995), and others. Smart does not go so far as to 
suggest that “deafness” no longer makes sense as a category or that the deaf 
inhabitants of Martha’s Vineyard were not disabled; she suggests that their 
disability was “unremarkable” but no less objectively extant. Smart goes on to 
suggest that “In spite of the complexities of defining normalcy/abnormalcy, 
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some widely accepted standards of normalcy must be established” (2001, p. 
7). Whether intentionally or not, Smart (2001) seems to pull back from the 
position that disabilities are socially constructed and to rely instead on what 
Gallagher (1998) refers to as “empiricist methods of research” (p. 498) that 
are inappropriately applied to the field of special education. 
In rejecting an empiricist approach in education and special education 
particularly, Gallagher (1998) recommends that research from an 
“interpretive, hermeneutical framework” that assumes the social construction 
of learning disabilities “offers us a more viable means to understand the 
complexity involved within educational contexts” (p. 500). It is this 
understanding of the social construction of learning disabilities and of the 
proper direction for research in the field of special education that this study 
foregrounds. 
2.5 Research on Nonverbal Learning Disability 
2.5.1 Characteristics of Nonverbal Learning Disorder 
As early as 1975, Myklebust used the term Nonverbal Learning Disability to 
describe a syndrome of neuropsychological assets and deficits in children in his 
attempt to begin to identify subtypes in the area of learning disabilities. Even earlier 
Johnson and Myklebust (1967) had described a syndrome of deficits that included 
difficulties with motor functioning, tactile/kinesthetic awareness, and visuospatial 
perception. Associated with these deficits were difficulties with arithmetic, 
comprehension, social perception and the ability to cope with novel situations. 
Additional terms for what has come, most commonly, to be called Nonverbal 
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Learning Disability (NLD) include: “right hemisphere developmental learning 
disability (Tranel, et ah, 1987) and “right hemisphere deficit syndrome” (Voeller, 
1986). 
Throughout the 1970s, Byron Rourke and his associates at the University of 
Windsor, Ontario conducted studies of children who displayed these 
neuropsychological deficits (Rourke, 1975, 1982, 1987, 1988, 1989, 1990, 1994, 
1996). This taxonomic work was characterized by what Rourke later (1992) termed 
“a developmental neuropsychological approach to the study of LD that seeks to 
understand problems in learning by studying developmental change in behavior as 
seen through the perspective of brain-behavior models” that seek to explain human 
behavior as strictly correlative to brain function (362). 
Following Myklebust, Rourke and his associates note that children who 
display this pattern of neuropsychological deficits tended to have “very predictable 
and pervasive difficulties in personal, social, and academic development” (Rourke, et 
al. 1990, p. 362). In contrast to children who have been identified as having language 
based learning disabilities (often LD, LLD), Rourke and his colleagues describe 
children who have been identified as having nonverbal learning disabilities (NLD) as 
“characterized by a quite different (largely opposite) pattern of neuropsychological 
assets and deficits” (1996, p. 31). 
Hamadek and Rourke (1994) identify the manifestations of NLD as falling 
into nine areas. These are: bilateral tactile deficits (usually more marked on the left 
side); bilateral psychomotor coordination deficits (usually more marked on the left 
side); visual-spatial-organizational deficiencies; deficits in non-verbal problem 
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solving; excellent rote memory capacities; difficulty in adapting to novel situations; 
poor mechanical arithmetic skills; verbosity of a repetitive, mechanical or 
programmed nature; deficits in social perception and judgment (144-145). 
The “typical” child labeled as NLD appears awkward, physically. She 
displays underdeveloped fine and gross motor skills and typically has extreme 
difficulty learning to ride a bike, play hopscotch, or tie her shoelaces. Similarly, she 
may have difficulty navigating her way through fairly familiar physical spaces, 
appearing to “feel” her way through a room. 
She is often confused by social interactions and avoids novel situations at all 
costs. She is unable to adequately judge others’ facial expressions, tone of voice, and 
use of abstract semantic constructions; she will often misunderstand sarcasm, for 
instance, interpreting statements extremely literally. Similarly, she will often utilize 
an inappropriate tone of voice or facial expression and exacerbate her communication 
difficulties by making it difficult for others to judge her affect. 
Specific neuropsychological assets demonstrated by the NLD student include: 
well-developed auditory perceptual abilities; an exceptional capacity for rote learning 
and rote memory development; the ability to deploy selective and sustained attention 
(especially to repetitive verbal tasks); excellent phonemic skills such as auditory 
discrimination and phonemic segmentation (Rourke 1989, p. 81-83). 
2.5.2 The White Matter Model 
In addition to identifying the neuropsychological assets and deficits noted 
above, Rourke (1987, 1988, 1989) has proposed a model for understanding the 
dynamics of the disorder, following the work of Goldberg and Costa (1981) and 
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based loosely on Piagetian developmental stages. In this model, Rourke suggests a 
“deficit stream” (1994, p. 145) that describes primary, secondary, tertiary, and verbal 
neuropsychological deficits as causative of academic and socioemotional/adaptive 
deficits. In sum, the dynamic model suggests that the primary deficits that are 
implicated in NLD are problems with tactile/visual perception, complex psychomotor 
skills, and the ability to negotiate novel situations. At the secondary level, these 
deficits eventuate into disordered tactile and visual attention and poorly developed 
exploratory behavior. In turn, poor visual and tactile attention and limited 
exploratory behavior lead, at the tertiary level, to more fully realized difficulties with 
visual and tactile memory, concept formation, and related concept formation skills 
(formal operational thought). Rourke’s model then links difficulties at this tertiary 
level with the verbal/linguistic difficulties that have been associated with NLD: 
namely, oral motor control problems; lack of speaking fluency and tone of voice; 
difficulty with semantic aspects of language particularly when multiple meanings 
coexist; and poorly developed pragmatic language skills (e.g., the ability to use and 
understand others’ use of facial expressions, gestures, and posture as meaningful 
elements of language). Rourke and Hamadek then argue that “the academic and 
psychosocial/adaptive deficiencies listed are the expected sequelae of these 
neuropsychological deficits” (1994, p. 145). That is, Hamadek and Rourke see the 
primary psychomotor and perceptual deficits as causative in the sense that they 
appear to “lead, in a necessary way, to a particular configuration of problems in 
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psychosocial/adaptive behavior, both within and without the academic situation” 
(p. 145). The educational implications of this pattern of neuropsychological assets 
and deficits are discussed below. 
In Rourke’s neuropsychological model of NLD, the so-called “white matter 
model,” it is theorized that students presenting with the syndrome of assets and 
deficits associated with NLD “have deficient right-hemisphere systems and/or 
insufficient access to initially intact right-hemisphere systems” (1989, p. 112). More 
specifically, Rourke suggests that “the more white matter (relative to total brain mass) 
that is lesioned, removed, or dysfunctional, the more likely it is that the NLD 
syndrome will be in evidence” (1989, p. 113). 
In developing the details of this model, Rourke notes that there are three 
principal types of white matter in the brain: commissural fibers, association fibers, 
and projection fibers. Commissural fibers are those fibers that cross the midline of 
the brain and connect the two cerebral hemispheres. These fibers are found in three 
sets: the corpus callosum, the anterior, posterior, and habenular commissures, and the 
hippocampal commissural fibers. The largest and perhaps most important set of 
white matter fibers (in relation to the NLD syndrome) is the corpus callosum which is 
the primary site of connection between the hemispheres. Association fibers are those 
fibers which connect different cortical regions of the same hemisphere. And 
projection fibers project from the diencephalon to the cerebral hemispheres and from 
the hemispheres to the diencephalon, the brain stem, and the spinal cord (Rourke 
1989, p. 114-115). 
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In his discussion of the white matter model in relation to NLD, Rourke is 
careful to point out that any disease or insult that affected the callosal fibers would 
likely impair “communication” between the left and right hemispheres of the brain. 
In cases of callosal disease, Rourke hypothesizes that the profundity of effect would 
be expected to be greater in the right hemisphere than the left hemisphere due to the 
right hemisphere’s “greater dependence on white matter functioning” (1989, p. 115). 
Further, Rourke suggests that many left hemisphere functions (e.g., routine handling 
of printed material—decoding and oral reading) are relatively localized in the left- 
hemisphere and may be able to be carried out with little or no input from the right- 
hemisphere (1989, p. 42; 115-116). Within the context of the white matter model, the 
relative localization of many left-hemisphere functions is important insofar as it helps 
to explain the unique pattern of neuropsychological assets and deficits exhibited by 
people characterized as NLD. Rourke suggests that left-hemisphere function might 
be developed and maintained despite insults to white matter, allowing for the 
development of rote memorization, decoding skills, and other skills dependent upon 
left-hemisphere localized functions. Taken together, left-hemisphere localization of 
many language skills and right-hemisphere dependence on white matter function help 
to explain the pattern of assets and deficits associated with NLD. 
Regarding the developmental course of NLD, Rourke makes reference to the 
apparent need for intact white matter function for the development of systems within 
both cerebral hemispheres and emphasizes that intact white matter appears to be 
especially important for both the development and maintenance of functions 
subserved primarily by systems within the right-hemisphere. Consequently, Rourke 
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makes clear that the NLD syndrome would be “expected under any set of 
circumstances that interferes significantly with the functioning of right-hemisphere 
systems” (1989, 166-118). 
2.5.3 Prevalence of NLD 
In the early 1960s, when formal work in the area of NLD was just beginning, 
it was estimated that one in twenty children identified as learning disabled could be 
identified as NLD. More recent estimates range from 10% (Ozols and Rourke, 1988) 
to 29 % (Van der Vlugt, 1989). Estimates of gender difference in rates of diagnosis 
have also changed over time. The earliest work in this area (Myklebust, 1967) 
indicated that perhaps as few as one in six children diagnosed with NLD were girls; 
more recent research (Rourke, 1989) postulates that NLD occurs more or less equally 
between sexes but has been identified less frequently among girls due to differences 
in cultural and academic expectations for boys and girls. 
2.5.4 Educational Implications of NLD 
In his landmark study of NLD, Rourke (1989) discusses the educational 
implications of the pattern of neuropsychological assets and deficits associated with 
NLD and makes recommendations for a “general treatment program for NLD 
patients,” though this was clearly not the focus of his work (1989, 20 Iff). In the first 
educational manual devoted specifically to educational approaches for students with 
NLD, Thompson (1997) provides several academic and social profiles of students 
with NLD and offers an exceptional guide to interventions for the child with NLD in 
the academic, home, and employment settings. Here, I will focus on the educational 
implications and suggested educational practices that Thompson outlines. 
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Early in her book, Thompson addresses what many have considered to be one 
of the paradoxes of NLD: students who demonstrate exceptional language skills in 
many ways and who nevertheless fail to achieve in school and, indeed, often find 
educational settings particularly traumatic. Thompson notes that “most scholastic 
accomplishments in our society are measured and defined through language” but goes 
on to point out that “more than 65% of all communication is conveyed nonverbally” 
(1997, p. 8) and is simply not available to the student with NLD who has difficulty 
perceiving and interpreting social situations (1997, p. 33-34). Perhaps because NLD 
students exhibit very well developed language skills (sometimes earlier than their 
age-mates), their difficulties within an academic setting are frequently overlooked or 
thought to be the result of motivational difficulties. In fact, Thompson indicates that 
many parents and teachers interpret early signs of NLD as achievement of positive 
developmental milestones. Thompson explains that very early reading (by rote), 
extreme precocious verbosity, and exceptional memorization skills may be indicative 
of NLD syndrome but are often interpreted by parents and educators as signs of 
“giftedness” at an early age (1997, p. 17-21). Further, she explains that the 
exceptional development of the aforementioned skills results, in the NLD student, 
from an attempt to cope with “a very deficient right-hemisphere system and limited 
access to nonverbal processing abilities” (1997, p. 18). 
In her discussion of the developmental profile of NLD, Thompson charts the 
evolving educational and social implications of the profile of neuropsychological 
assets and deficits that Rourke (1989; 1996) described, being careful to offer the 
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caveat that there is “no single, uniform presenting picture of a child with nonverbal 
learning disorders” (1997, p. 22). Again, here I will focus primarily on educational 
expressions of NLD and their implications. 
Thompson outlines the presenting attributes of students with NLD at various 
levels within the arena of formal education (beginning with infants and toddlers and 
progressing through elementary, middle, and secondary schooling to adulthood). At 
the middle and secondary levels with which this study is primarily concerned, 
Thompson describes students with NLD as working slowly and consequently having 
difficulty completing tasks on time. She observes that students with NLD have 
difficulty applying past learning to novel situations or to new material and will 
exhibit extreme difficulty adjusting to novel situations such as changes in their daily 
course schedule or the introduction of a substitute teacher. While these students 
display exceptional decoding skills, they tend to develop very literal readings of texts 
that begin to become apparent in the later elementary and early middle school grades 
as reading becomes an activity used to support learning in other disciplines and is no 
longer the focus of instruction. Students with NLD typically demonstrate great 
difficulty with motor tasks and spatial relations such as tying their shoes, writing 
legibly, and navigating a campus independently (Thompson, 1997, p.22-39). 
In addition to the sheer number of areas in which NLD students are 
challenged within a school setting, combinations of these difficulties can offer 
compounded difficulties for students. For example, a student with NLD who offers a 
very literal reading of a course text may be regarded by her teacher and other students 
as a “smart aleck” and may be further socially distinguished from her peers. 
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During later middle school and early secondary school years, students with 
NLD tend to become more and more separated from their peers socially as they 
continue to make social misapprehensions and misjudgments. As social connections 
take on greater importance with regard to community status in middle school and 
high school, and with the arrival of hormonal changes, the likelihood of 
accompanying emotional difficulties and depression increases for students with NLD 
as does the incidence of suicide among NLD students (Thompson, 1997, p. 24-25; see 
also Fletcher, 1989 for a discussion of NLD and suicide). 
As high school students, Thompson suggests that students with NLD 
experience some improvement in the development of peer relationships and that often 
students with NLD will develop one or two close friendly relationships during high 
school but are typically slow to date and develop relationships with the opposite sex. 
She attributes improving social relationships primarily to an increased acceptance and 
tolerance on the part of other students. While the academic difficulties described at 
earlier educational stages persist throughout high school, Thompson suggests that if 
early interventions were in place, students with NLD often experience an increase in 
academic achievement during this period. Without such interventions, however, there 
is an increased attrition rate associated with NLD (1997, p. 25). 
2.5.5 Educational Interventions 
2.5.5.1 Academic Interventions 
Thompson suggests that most students with NLD will benefit from inclusion 
in the regular education setting, provided that appropriate compensations, 
accommodations, modifications, and strategies (what she calls CAMS) are provided. 
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It is especially important, Thompson argues, to provide an environment that affords 
students with NLD sufficient peer models of appropriate social interaction (1997, p. 
75). In summary, the compensations, accommodations, modifications, and strategies 
that Thompson suggests for students with NLD are these: 
• Allow extra time for getting from one place to another—tardiness 
should not be treated as misbehavior 
• Behavior modification techniques should not be used as they are 
ineffective for the NLD child who cannot generalize from past 
learning independently 
• Paper and pencil tasks should be minimized, and academic tasks which 
require copying should be minimized or avoided by teachers providing 
lecture notes, etc. to the student 
• Tasks requiring folding, cutting, etc. should be avoided if possible 
• All instructions should be given verbally in a logical, sequential 
manner—checks for understanding should be frequent 
• Be specific and literal in instructions and when making comments 
about a students work—figurative language will likely be 
misinterpreted; “discovery” learning will not work for NLD students 
• Provide a schedule that is predictable and from which there is as little 
deviation as possible; limit the number of adults with whom an NLD 
student works—novel situations cause anxiety and confusion for NLD 
students 
• Group the NLD student with appropriate role models during activities 
(1997, p. 109-121). 
2.5.5.2 Social Skills Interventions 
Perhaps more important than the educational interventions suggested by 
Thompson is the need for specific, direct training in social skills for students with 
NLD. Thompson refers to social skills as the “untaught code” that must be exposed 
and taught verbally as opposed to being learned through imitation of others (1997, p. 
124-125). 
Thompson stresses the NLD student’s desire for rules and routines to follow 
and suggests that parents and teachers take advantage of this desire in teaching social 
skills. In her discussion of social skills training techniques, she suggests that adults 
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be explicit, concrete, and sequential in giving directions and feedback to a student 
with NLD. She cautions against the use of ambiguous or abstract terms or phrases 
such as “good” or “bad” or “You’ll get in trouble if’ when working with a student 
with NLD. Further, Thompson recalls the NLD student’s difficulty perceiving and 
interpreting the pragmatic (nonverbal) aspects of communication and notes that much 
of what may appear to be intentional misbehavior or sarcasm should be understood as 
misinterpretation of nonverbal social cues like tone of voice and facial expressions 
(1997, p. 123-142). 
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CHAPTER 3 
METHODOLOGY 
3.1 Introduction 
This chapter outlines the research design of the study in detail. The reasoning 
for the use of in-depth phenomenological interviewing is explained, and the process 
that was followed in completing the interview process is then discussed. There is a 
discussion of the participants and setting for the study. Next there is a discussion of 
the rights of participants and the concept of anonymity. Lastly, data management and 
analysis is discussed. 
3.2 Methodological Approach to the Problem 
Based on the orientation of this study from a subjectivist paradigm/perspective 
on the social sciences generally and on special education in particular, a 
phenomenological interviewing approach was chosen. The idea that individuals and 
social groups construct reality subjectively (Skrtic, 1995) rather than uncover 
instances of objective reality that is independent of culture or circumstance suggested 
that the most important way to understand the phenomenon of disability was to 
understand a particular person’s and the surrounding social group’s experience of that 
disability. In fact, the subjectivist perspective allowed that a concept such as 
disability could only be understood as it was actively constructed by real people in a 
dynamic social situation. Seidman’s (1998) recognizes this idea when he notes that 
“[Individuals’ consciousness give access to the most complicated social and 
educational issues, because social and educational issues are abstractions based on the 
concrete experience of people” (p. 1). Furthermore, Seidman (1998) argues that the 
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meaning that people make of their experience affects the way they carry out that 
experience” (p.4). Thus, the assumptions of the in-depth, phenomenologically based 
interviewing process coincide closely with the assumptions of the subjectivist 
paradigm. 
3.3 The In-depth Interviewing Process 
Following Seidman (1998), a series of three ninety-minute interviews with 
each of the primary informants was conducted. The student participant and his 
parents were considered primary informants. The interviews were spaced one week 
apart for the student participant to allow for reflection by both the participant and the 
researcher. Because the need for face-to-face interviews was so important to the 
process of reconstructing participants experiences and because traveling distance 
effectively prevented spacing the interviews with the parents over three weeks, 
interviews with the parent participants were conducted over an abbreviated period of 
two days. 
Additional, more traditional interviews were conducted with the secondary 
informants in the study. Teacher and school personnel were considered secondary 
participants in the study. An initial round of ninety-minute, informal interviews were 
conducted with each of these participants. Because access to these participants was 
so extensive, numerous follow-up interviews of various lengths were also conducted 
prior to and during the data analysis phase of the research. 
3.3.1 Initial Interview 
The initial interview was what Seidman terms a “focused life history” (1998, 
p. 11). The goal here is to encourage informants to reconstruct early life experiences, 
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particularly with regard to the notion of disability and school experiences. Seidman 
stresses the need for the use of open-ended questioning in the interview process. 
Toward this end, the researcher prepared a list of questions and prompts in advance of 
the sessions (e.g., “Discuss your earliest memory of the notion of disability, especially 
as it may relate to school.”) but attempted to allow the interviews to develop along a 
more organic path as they were completed. 
3.3.2 Follow-up Interview 
The second interview in the series of three is designed to get at the details of 
the experience under consideration; in this case, the notion/experience of disability. 
Seidman suggests that asking the participants to reconstruct a day from beginning to 
end may be a useful way of eliciting more concrete details of the experience at hand 
(1998, p. 12). Atypical prompt to initiate this interview was: “Tell me about a day 
during which your disability seemed particularly important or relevant to you.” 
3.3.3 Final Interview 
The third and final interview in the process is designed to permit participants 
time to reflect on the meaning of their experiences that have been described in 
interviews one and two. It is here that questions like: “How does your or others’ 
notion (s) of disability affect your daily life?” or “How does your notion of disability 
inform your decisions as a parent?” were asked as a means of prompting participants 
to discuss the meaning that they had made of their experiences. 
3.4 Participants 
In order to optimize the opportunity to examine the dynamic nature of the 
social construction of the concept of disability, the study focused on the experiences 
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of a single student identified as NLD. The participants for the study, then, included 
the identified student, his parents, the student’s teachers at a private boarding school 
that he attends, school administrators, and other relevant school personnel. 
3.4.1 Rights of Participants 
All prospective participants for this study were given an informed consent 
letter that explained the purpose of the study, their rights as participants, and my 
responsibilities as the researcher. Each consenting participant signed and returned the 
form, and a copy was provided to each participant. In the case of the student 
participant, his parents’ consent was also obtained because the student was 17 years 
of age at the time the study was conducted. For all participants, emphasis was placed 
on the voluntary character of participation in this study, and because of my role as the 
headmaster at the school at which this study was conducted, the right to withdraw 
from participation at any point during the study, without prejudice to the participants, 
was reiterated repeatedly. Further, faculty participants were offered the option of 
having another school administrator review their faculty evaluations for the period 
during which the study took place. No participants requested this option. 
3.4.2 Anonymity 
The question of anonymity for participants was considered carefully as 
this study was designed and reconsidered throughout the completion of the study. 
While my original research plan called for the use of pseudonyms for participants and 
for the school setting in the completed study, it was also noted that the unique nature 
of the school setting and the obvious personal detail provided in the various profiles 
and portraits included in the completed study would make identification of the 
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participants a real possibility. This possibility was discussed with participants at 
length. Ultimately, the decision was made that it was important to make every effort 
to protect the participants from identification. 
3.5 Setting 
The importance of school setting for the construction of disability cannot be 
overstated (Raya, 1995; McWilliam, 1996) and consideration was given to 
examination of the various school settings in which Mark was a student over time. 
However, due to the difficulty of gaining access to Mark’s previous school settings 
and the inevitable changes that would have taken place over the time since Mark 
attended various other institutions, it was decided that this study would be confined to 
Mark’s present educational and home settings. The bulk of this study was conducted 
at Harbert Hill School where Mark was then a student. 
Established in 1967 as the first boarding school working exclusively with 
learning disabled students, Harbert Hill School is a small, private boarding school in 
rural New England. Harbert Hill School serves 122 students in grades grade six 
through twelve and employs 76 employees, including 34 full-time teaching faculty, 
six resident counselors in the dormitories, 11 school administrators, and various other 
professional and office support staff. 
More than a description of the physical realities of the campus and the 
surrounding community, the school’s mission is an important element in 
understanding this setting; it is quoted in its entirety here: 
Harbert Hill School is an independent, coeducational boarding school 
serving students who have been diagnosed with specific learning 
disabilities and/or Attention Deficit Disorder. As an educational 
community, Harbert Hill offers an individualized program of study 
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that is directed toward the successful fulfillment of personal academic 
and social growth goals. We provide an intimate and encouraging 
learning environment that enables students to achieve overall personal 
excellence, thus ensuring their place in the larger world community as 
self-confident, self-reliant adults. We consider the exploration of the 
arts and exposure to athletics to be essential components in the 
development of independent, curious, and critical thinkers. We impart 
to our students a sense of moral responsibility for their thoughts and 
actions in the hope that they will strive to be citizens tolerant of the 
differences in the world that they will inherit. We encourage students 
to form their own beliefs in a search for personal spirituality and 
intellectual autonomy. 
Additionally, it is important to understand that students at Harbert Hill School 
are overwhelmingly students who have had very difficult and even traumatic school 
experiences in their pasts. Often, these students come to school with a decided 
skepticism toward teachers, school administrators, and the enterprise of education in 
general. 
3.6 Data Management and Analysis 
Working initially from Seidman’s (1998) model of phenomenological 
interviewing, my plan was to complete the audiotaped interviews and then transcribe 
them in their entirety before formal data analysis began. Nevertheless, Marshall & 
Rossman’s (1995) caveat that qualitative data analysis is never a straightforward, 
unambiguous, or discrete moment in the research process was instructive. 
3.6.1 Audiotaping and Transcription 
Immediately following each interview, I listened to the audiotapes and 
reviewed my copious notes. At this stage, I was looking only for ways to understand 
each story as its own, self-contained unit. As I worked at transcribing some 
interviews while still conducting others, initial patterns in the data began to emerge 
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and certainly shaped the interview process to some extent, though I consciously 
worked to understand each of the interviews as unique and each story as independent 
from the others at this point. 
3.6.2 Identification of Themes 
After completing the transcription of the interviews I began to develop broad 
categories that seemed useful in making comparisons between the participants’ 
stories. I worked first to develop a rubric for understanding the various constructions 
of disability, noting what appeared to be aspects or facets of those constructions that 
were important to many of the stories. Initially, that rubric consisted broadly of just 
two characteristics: locus of disability and identifying features of disability. Using 
this rubric, I reviewed each of the transcripts, highlighting relevant passages from 
each participant’s story. 
Locus of disability was defined as the participant’s view of where the 
disability existed. For this category, I initially used very simple determinations of 
where participants saw disability as existing—either as a physiological fact of Mark’s 
existence or not. Participants’ stories were readily categorized according to these 
binary criteria. As I continued the analytical process, I worked toward the 
development of more precise categories, ultimately identifying several, still 
somewhat general, themes within the locus of disability category. These 
subcategories were: disability as a personal characteristic within an individual, 
disability as personal characteristics brought into relief by a particular setting, and 
disability as personal characteristics highlighted against an expectation of the norm. 
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Reviewing the data organized within these subcategories, it became evident 
that there were observable intersections among the participants’ various constructions 
of disability in terms of where that disability could be said to exist. 
The other broad category that I had used within the original analytical rubric 
was identifying features of disability. Here, I was interested in organizing 
participants’ views of the phenomena that they thought were essential to determining 
the presence of disability. As I reviewed the interviews and my notes from this 
perspective, it was much more difficult to create meaningful subcategories into which 
several participant’s stories fit. Most participants agreed to greater or lesser degrees 
that Mark “obviously did not live within typical boundaries” but beyond that very 
broad level of generalization, it was difficult to see patterns that adequately accounted 
for what individual participants saw as the essential elements of disability. 
In working with the enormous corpus of interview data over many months, I 
made repeated attempts to use the aforementioned and other schemata to categorize 
the emerging constructs of disability. My plan was to organize the data into thematic 
chapters. Repeatedly, I found that this left much of Mark’s story—and the story of 
disability that was interwoven with Mark’s story—untold. 
3.6.3 The Solar System Model 
Rather than focusing exclusively on patterns of similarity and intersections 
between participant’s stories, it became evident that to understand Mark’s world and 
the experience(s) of disability central to that world, it would be essential to 
understand how his story and those of the important others in his life coexisted and 
interacted. Ultimately, in seeking a model for understanding and later presenting this 
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dynamic, it was a comment made by one of the participants that allowed me to 
explore a more meaningful format for presenting the multiple stories that seemed, 
together, to form Mark’s world. In one of the interviews with school personnel, a 
participant, the director of education at Mark’s present school, explained: 
I think he’s, I don’t know what to say about him—I’m trying to 
think of a good metaphor for him. It’s like he’s a little universe of his 
own traveling around, and he’s more or less unaffected I think by most 
of what happens. And I’m not saying that’s a good thing—I think it’s 
an unfortunate thing and I think that he sometimes even feels that way, 
that he’s somewhat isolated, and yet he’s a very forward, you know 
boisterous kind of kid, that you would think is engaged socially. If 
you didn’t know him and you were here for one day, you might think 
he’s a popular kid and everybody talks to him, when really it’s he’s 
bumping up against everybody else during the day. 
He’s more of the sun. Things are revolving around him in his 
mind, I think [emphasis added]. And literally, I guess all of these 
things have affect on him, but he, at least in the social world, he 
doesn’t respond to other things so much as they respond to him. 
It is this metaphor of the solar system with Mark somehow at its center that 
provides the principle with which the remainder of the data analysis proceeded and 
the overarching organizing principle for the following chapters. What I came to see 
as important during the data analysis was the identification of ways in which various 
participants’ constructions of Mark’s disability (and, by extension, of Mark himself) 
interacted with Mark’s construction of his own identity and his learning disability. 
In chapters 4, 5, and 6, profiles or portraits of Mark are presented, beginning 
with a profile constructed from interview data collected with Mark. Mark’s Mark, so 
to speak, is at the center. Following that profile, portraits are arranged in widening 
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concentric circles, perhaps widening orbits around Mark, beginning with portraits 
constructed from interviews with Mark’s parents, then his teachers, and finally, 
school administrators. 
Interspersed in the profiles are my interpretive comments and discussion of 
themes that emerged in each participant’s construction of disability. In making these 
comments, I rely heavily on the rubric that first helped me to make sense of the data 
as a whole focusing on participants’ conceptions of the locus of disability and the 
identifying features of disability. However, for various participants, various foci 
seemed to be more appropriate and productive. Throughout the portraits, I have made 
interpretive and analytical comments. By interposing these comments in the portraits 
constructed in chapter 4, 5, and 6,1 have attempted to reconstruct the dynamic and 
often ambiguous nature of the social world that Mark inhabits. 
3.6.3.1 Profiles 
The profiles or portraits were prepared in the participants’ own words as they 
were spoken during the interview process and later transcribed. As Seidman 
suggests, the in-depth interview process allows the researcher the opportunity to 
encourage a participant to “reconstruct his or her experience within the topic under 
study” (1998, p. 9). This, Seidman asserts, is imperative when we seek to understand 
the dynamics of an educational setting because it is from concrete experience that 
individuals construct abstractions about their world (1998, p. 1). The 
phenomenological approach to research that I have taken here values the ordinary 
world of the “subjects” of the research and privileges the experience and stories of 
other people while allowing the researcher to “borrow other people’s experiences and 
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their reflections on their experiences in order to better be able to come to an 
understanding of the deeper significance of an aspect of human nature” (Van Manen, 
1990, p. 62). For that reason, I have presented these profiles to whatever extent 
possible, as verbatim transcripts of the interviews. Minor grammatical changes were 
made when necessary to preserve the original intent of the speakers’ words when 
transcribed into a written format. Idiosyncratic markers of oral speech were omitted 
in the preparation of profiles and portraits in order to increase their accessibility as 
written profiles. 
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CHAPTER 4 
DISABILITY AS OTHER 
4.1 Introduction 
In this chapter, I present a profile of Mark, the primary participant in the 
study, constructed from interviews conducted with Mark, himself. I met with Mark in 
the boardroom, a small, private room above the cafeteria at Harbert Hill School on 
three successive Wednesday afternoons. Each time, we talked for about 90 minutes, 
following the in-depth interviewing process that Seidman (1998) suggests. Even 
before we had met for the first interview, it was clear that Mark was very interested in 
participating in this study. After I initially met with him to discuss the study and to 
invite him to participate, he repeatedly spoke both to me and to other faculty about 
“becoming famous” as the central participant in this study. While I tried to 
discourage this way of thinking about the study, Mark was adamant about this and 
clearly seemed to gain a feeling of status and affiliation by his participation in the 
study. 
During the interviews, Mark was very animated, speaking quickly and almost 
without pausing. On many occasions, I had to interrupt Mark in order to ask a 
question or to try to direct the focus of the interview. It is important to note, I think, 
that Mark’s spoken narrative was much as it appears here: fluid and copious. 
4.2 Mark’s Story(ies) 
What struck me most in listening to the audiotaped interviews and later 
reconstructing Mark’s narrative was the very real sense that there were two entirely 
separate life stories being constructed. There were stories like the trick-or-treating 
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story in which Mark made no reference to disability or to the feelings of helplessness 
and unreality that he would later relate when discussing his disability. In some ways, 
there appear to be two narratives here—the Mark before difficulty, diagnosis, and 
disability, and the Mark that materializes, reluctantly, to accept a profile and 
personality that have been defined for him by his parents, his teachers, and his 
doctors. Mark reconstructs his childhood—which he might define as the time before 
his disability arrived on the scene—as happy—it was a world that revolved (as 
perhaps it should in a four-year-old’s eyes) around him. 
I guess, I actually, I really liked being a kid, like a smaller kid than I 
am now, because, I guess it’s just like you were there and you got a lot of 
attention because you were smaller, and people paid more attention to you, 
where as now, sometimes I have to call my mom’s name two times to five 
times to get her attention. 
My earliest memory was when I was real little and my mom and my 
dad were still married and we were living in New York. I dressed up in a 
pumpkin outfit and, for Halloween, and we went around the apartments and 
the apartment building and we went and I got candy and I thought it was fun, 
the most fun thing I ever did. I was probably three or four. I remember 
waiting and waiting at the elevator and my heart was just beating like “Wow, 
I’m really going trick-or-treating for the first time” and I just couldn’t wait ‘til 
the elevator got there and we started going trick-or-treating. Well, it was like, 
it was a hallway and along the hallway there are a bunch of doors and each 
door goes to an apartment, and then at the end of the hallway there’s elevators 
and there’s a window that you can look out the side, and you can look outside 
the building, but once you get in the elevator its enclosed, and, I guess I’m 
standing there and there’s a bunch of people standing around me and I, if you 
looked at me, I felt like I had the biggest smile on my face. We got in the 
elevator; we—went to the first floor, and we—started going trick-or-treating 
and I thought it was really cool and I could go around and people would drop 
candy in a basket. It was all in the apartment building. There were, I think 
there were over ten floors and, I visited each one of them. 
My mom kn ew a lot of people in the building, so I was getting a lot of 
candy. I had to make several trips back to our apartment to drop off candy, 
because the little pumpkin basket was getting too filled. Then we’d go to like 
the second floor and I’d go and we knock on doors and my mom would have 
this conversation with them and she’d talk and chit-chat while I got the candy, 
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and then we’d go to the next apartment and she’d do the same thing, and 
finally we’d go back to our apartment and we’d drop off the candy, and then 
we’d start over again. 
I had a bunch of babysitters. There was a friend who, when I was 
little, my mom’s friend, lived in the building; she was, a music producer and 
she made music, and she made this song, on a tape, called “Mark.” And it was 
this song about like, like three men in a tub, and it, all these fun songs and I 
still have it my room at home in Ohio now. I have it, and I’ll listen to it every 
once in a while. But I remember getting that tape, and I was I was jumping 
with joy when I listened to it. 
I was probably five then. [The song] talks about looking in the mirror; 
it says that it sees a young boy, and it just talked about me, and I, I thought it 
was all, it was really cool that it was talking about me on the tape. 
Even when Mark recalls the story of his parents’ divorce and his difficulty 
admitting his parents’ new partners into his world, he tells the story almost as if he 
were telling a bedtime story to a young child. While it is clear that there was pain 
involved for him, what he chooses to focus on in reconstructing his story is his 
closeness with his father. There is clearly a sense that everything will turn out all 
right in the end. 
[My parents got divorced when] I was in between the ages of four or 
five...finally I moved to Ohio and I would go back and forth.. .from New 
York to Ohio. 
I thought it was my life now, cuz it was like, it was just me and my 
dad and we were in New York. We could do whatever we wanted. I thought 
it was great. Me and him had quality time. I always, remember when I was 
little and I’d get scared of the dark sometimes at night and I’d go over to his 
bed and he’d say okay, and I’d get to go sleep in his bed. What I really 
remember was, there was one night that was probably a few months later my 
dad was out that night and he, he went out, he like, he had a date with my 
step-mom, who wasn’t my step-mom yet then, but, that night I went in there 
and she was in, in the room with my dad and that kind of freaked me out a 
little bit and I got angry at him, cuz I was, I was angry because I thought he 
brought someone else into my life and it wasn’t going to be the same as in me 
and him having our quality time to go around to the toy stores and just drive 
around and, I kind of, until I was like around thirteen, I was still angry at him 
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for it. I could always remember that point, or that night I went and my dad 
was with somebody, and I guess now I’ve learned to accept it that, that he 
wasn’t staying single for the rest of his life so I could have quality time with 
him, but I’m actually kinda happy that he didn’t do that now, because I guess I 
have more sisters, and, I have a lot more family members that I can always 
call, see how they’re doing, look up to them, and it’s really nice to have, a 
step-mom and a dad and a step-dad and a mom and lots of sisters and brothers, 
and I guess it’s really nice because they’re always looking out for you and 
you’re always looking out for them. 
In the beginning, I, I had this hatred in me where I didn’t want to get 
along with [my stepmother]. I didn’t think it was right, I didn’t want, I, I 
would yell at my dad, I said, “No—we’re not going to pick her up. I don’t 
want to—we’re going where I want to go—this is my time” and I guess I 
really didn’t like her—I used to call her a witch when I was, younger, I’d say 
that. My dad would say, he’d say, “well if you don’t like her that much, then 
maybe you should tell her” and I, for some reason, was way too nervous to go 
up and tell her that I didn’t like her. I guess I’m glad I didn’t go tell her 
because I, actually I care a lot about my step-mom now, and, and I’m actually 
happy that she is my step-mom. 
I don’t think [she knew how I felt]—I didn’t really show, like, my 
feelings around her. I kinda stayed shy and quiet when she was around, but, I 
mean, I kinda knew I couldn’t always be like that, so I said, well I might as 
well show feelings because it’s not going to always be where she’s never 
going to be around and there was more times when she was around then when 
she wasn’t around so, I just went along and I showed my feelings, and I guess, 
I told friends of mine, I’d say, well “my dad’s married to a witch, I don’t like 
her,” but I guess I wasn’t looking at the benefits—I was looking how I wanted 
it to be, and I guess it’s kinda hard for a kid to, find out that their father just 
got, a girlfriend and is going to get remarried. 
I was probably seven or eight [when they got married], but, it was at 
the point where my, my mom had married my step-dad already, and I was so 
young that I called him dad, but at the, when he got, when my dad got 
married, it was at the point I was old enough where I didn’t, I don’t call my 
step-mom “mom” I call her Vic. And so I kinda, it was like I was young and I 
realized that, that if my step-dad is my dad and I didn’t look at it much, but by 
the time my dad got, remarried to my step-mom, at that time I looked at it that 
she’s not my step-mom, she’s just Vic, she’s just another person in the family. 
We’ve had arguments sometimes about, she’d want to go, she has this 
obsession for flowers and when I was little my dad didn’t like, she’d always 
say “stop the car—those are beautiful flowers,” and she’d want to get out and 
go in someone’s yard and pick their flowers. And so, finally, I was like, “well 
I’m going to agree with my dad because I don’t like her—we’re not stopping,” 
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I’d be like, “no, we’re not stopping this is not—you don’t go in other people’s 
yards” and finally I kinda got to the point where it’s like I hope you make a 
contraption so you can stay in the car and kinda cut the flowers and they’d fall 
in the net and you could pull them back into the car. Finally, I kinda, I just 
bonded with her—as she wasn’t just another person in the family, but she was 
just, a family member that I cared about. 
Mark’s story of his mother’s remarriage is similar—he seems again to 
remember what was good about his new families: 
[After they got married], well, I thought, cuz he had two sons of his 
own, and they were my brothers, and so, I, I thought “wow, I have brothers, 
this will be cool.” I watched them play basketball with all their friends from 
college and high school and they’d’ come over and they’d play basketball, 
and, I, I just looked, I was always like, “well, I can play, I can play” but 
they’re always telling me I’m too small. My brothers, I know, I keep saying 
the same age over and over again when people ask me, but, I like to say 28 
and 34, but I think, my brother David’s now almost 31 and my brother John’s 
like almost like 35 or 36. 
They were both in their early twenties. There’s one of their friends 
named, Tommy O’Reilly, and we, they called him Otis, and the first time I 
met him he kinda scared me a little because he said “oh I eat children” and he 
is a big guy, and so I ran into the house as fast as I could because I actually 
believed him because he was pretty big, and I thought he probably had a few 
children in his stomach. So, I was probably five, and, I darted into the house, 
I was, I locked the door, my brother, I wouldn’t let my brothers in, because I 
didn’t know who it was, and, I guess from there me and him just bonded, and 
like, my brother’s friends and me are now really good friends also. 
When I turned the conversation to school and eventually to the subject of Mark’s 
learning disability, a very different story began to take shape. While even Mark’s 
earliest memories of school are colored by the difficulties that he faced in dealing 
with Nonverbal Learning Disability (then undiagnosed), his story maintains a sort of 
happy-go-lucky tone until the point where he begins to talk about diagnosis and then 
special classes. Interestingly, the stories of school and difficulties with school 
seemed to spill from Mark with ease. With very few questions or prompts from me, 
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he told story after story. In listening to Mark, I was frequently reminded of the 
verbosity that is so often noted as a characteristic of NLD (Rourke, 1989, p.81 ff.). 
At school, I remember I’d be at pre-school, and, we’d be on the 
playgrounds, and I’d always misbehave for some reason—there’d be 
something where they had to call my step-dad and he’d pick me up and take 
me home and he’d punish me and I, cuz I, whether it would be that I would 
punch somebody, or whether I would take something from somebody and 
break it or run away with it. If they had it, I wanted it, and if I had it, I didn’t 
want them to use it. I thought that everything I had or they had was going to 
be mine, and if it is mine that they can’t use it. And I had this little selfish act 
of mine where somebody would say at school “What are you talking about?’’ 
and I’d yell at them and I’d run away and I’d hide my hat, or I’d a toy of mine 
that I brought to pre-school and, I don’t remember a day that there may have 
been where my, they didn’t have to call my dad because I was misbehaving in 
pre-school. 
And he’d come from the office and, he’d be pretty angry, he’d say 
“Well, you don’t act like that around others, you have to treat others with 
respect.” He’d take me home and I’d be in my room for the day, and they’d 
give me some pre-school work, like to pour water from one glass into another 
or to work on, like, balance, so I could use my hands better, and, and do stuff 
like that. And I remember, there was this time in pre-school that, I, everybody 
was talking about haircuts, and I said “I want a haircut” so I decided I’d go 
behind the cabinet and I took a pair of paper cutting scissors and they, I had 
decided I had started to cut my hair, and I cut my hair and my mom picked me 
up, they took me to the barber and they said there wasn’t much they could do, 
so they kinda buzzed my hair and, my mom’s like “I don’t ever want you to 
do that again—next time you need a hair cut you call me and we’ll take you to 
a barber.” But I thought it was pretty cool that I was cutting my own hair. 
But she didn’t think it was that cool—there was this big old spot in my head, 
where it was like, the hair was much shorter, and it didn’t look right, and, 
there was hair all over the classroom, and, I guess that happened like once— 
never again did I ever, touch, scissors to my, head to cut my hair. 
In pre-school there was something they called a morning meeting and 
we’d sit, we’d sit in a circle on this rug and it was shaped in a big circle, and, 
we’d sit Indian style, and we’d sing songs, and we would, we’d play games, 
and I guess that was really fun to play the games, and sit in the circle and we’d 
sing, a song called “good morning” and we’d sing that and then we’d go out 
on the playground for play time and then there’d be, and they would read us a 
story and there’d be nap time. I hated nap time—I did not want to sleep, I, 
every day I got home I’d say “mom you gotta get me out of nap time—I hate 
it, they turn the lights off and they put you on a cot,” and so, I just really 
didn’t like it. She said “well there’s nothing we can do” and I went on with 
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pre-school, continuing nap time, and, they’d have a snack time where they, 
two people at a time could go to this little table, it was a child’s table, and 
have snacks, and there’d be little instructions, like, let’s say there were cheese 
and crackers, it’d say you could take two pieces of cheese and two crackers, 
and you can get a glass of milk and you could eat your snack and then you 
could go tap someone who hasn’t had snack, you could go tap them on the 
shoulder and then it’s their turn to go get snack, and we’d do that, and then, I 
guess that was in the old, the old, days—the pre-school that they have now, 
where I’m an alumni at, it’s in a newer building, and I guess, I guess it really 
helped me to prepare for school, because I guess, I learned a lot there about 
adding, subtraction, and stuff like that in pre-school, and to read and to make 
maps and stuff like that before I got to elementary school which helped me a 
lot. 
I guess they, they called our school work, well, they were work 
projects, and you go to a shelf and there’d be a bunch of projects, whether 
they were marbles or whether they were with a small sewing and knitting, and 
you could take out, you’d get a little small rug and you’d set it down and 
you’d go over to the shelf and you’d put it on a tray, you’d set it down, and, 
you would then do your project and once you’ve completed it, you’d put it 
back how you’d found it and then you’d put it back on the shelf and then 
you’d get another one. 
When I asked Mark to describe the sorts of academic and social difficulties 
that he had in school, the tone of the narrative began to shift. In describing the 
difficulties that he had with other children and with “the rules” in elementary school, 
Mark for the first time began to tell a story in which he no longer seemed to be the 
focus or the principle actor. Gradually as we talked, and more and more as we 
focused the discussion on his experience of learning disability, Mark began to pull 
back from the story as if this was not his story any longer but rather the story of his 
disability which could be told separately from his story. 
The hardest subject I really hated was reading and, math. Finally, 
math, I kinda started to like it. Math, today I love it—but then there was 
reading though. I didn’t like reading, and to this day, I, reading is not one of 
my, best subjects, but I always think that like, that if there’s a child’s book I 
might want to read it, because I feel that a child’s books are more interesting 
to me than adult books just because they got the pictures in them and it’s just, 
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they’re shorter, and they get to the point of the story faster, and so if I had a 
choice to read like Curious George over a four hundred page book, I’d 
probably pick Curious George. 
In pre-school and elementary school, we would call these things, we’d 
call us, we’d say we were in gangs and we’d run around the playground and 
we’d act like we were on motor cycles and we’d run around and make motor 
cycle noises and we’d run around and we’d like, go on the swings and jump 
over the little pieces of wood, and we thought it was the coolest thing—we 
thought we were like the cool ones at the school, and I guess it was just a way 
of looking of having fun at recess. 
There was a kid in elementary school that I didn’t like and we both 
stood up on the table and I punched him and I got in trouble, but I wasn’t like, 
but nobody ever told me that punching was bad, so I didn’t think it was bad, 
so, they took me to the principal’s office. And so they called my parents, and 
they said, “he punched someone” and my mom got on the phone with me and 
she said, “Why did you do that?” And I go, “Why shouldn’t I do it?” 
“Because that’s bad,” [my mother said]. And I go “Oh,” because I didn’t 
realize it was bad when I did it. 
And then, there was problems in elementary school where, my, uncle, 
Karen and Robert from New York, I call them my uncle [and aunt], they came 
in and she worked for the Swiss Army company, and, she got everyone in my 
family little pocket knives, and I put it in my pocket and I was so happy that I 
got it and I was jumping with joy and the next day I forgot I had it in my 
pocket and I wore the same pair of pants to school that next day and I, took 
the knife out and someone made me angry and I, I, held the knife up, and it 
was one of the really small ones, but, I held it up and I said “Don’t mess with 
me, I’m bad and I’m mean.” And they, told the teacher, and the principal, he 
came down and he took the knife from me and I went to the, his office, and, 
he said, I said I seriously didn’t know I had it in my pocket, but, and he said, 
“You shouldn’t have held the knife up” and, and I said, “Yeah—I understand 
that.” For some reason there I understood—when he said “Don’t hold the 
knife up” I knew I shouldn’t have held the knife up and, but, he said you could 
have given it to Miss Blanchard or just kept it in your pocket until she got 
there and given it to her and said “I accidentally brought this—I didn’t know I 
had it in my pocket” and I, so I got in trouble that day, and my parents just 
didn’t, weren’t, didn’t think I should have pocket knives anymore. 
I would say “That’s a really cool pocket knife—can I get that dad?” 
And I might be thirteen—and he’d go, “Remember that time in pre-school 
when you pulled it out?” And I was like, “Well, that was in pre-school, or 
that was in elementary school.” I guess they don’t really feel—they didn’t feel 
that I was, it was safe for me to have a pocket knife, but now I have them and 
I whittle on sticks and I’ll make spoons and forks, and I’ll make a bunch of 
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different designs out of sticks, and so they’re not as worried as they were. 
When I asked Mark to explain why he had the difficulties that he had in 
elementary school, he suggested: 
I guess there were a lot of kids in the classroom—there were probably 
fourteen to fifteen kids in my first grade class, and, trying to learn something 
and they would get the proficiency tests, or we would get, a math test, a math 
paper, and there were so many of us that it was, I just felt that I wasn’t getting 
enough attention, and that I needed more help, and so, I told my parents, I 
said, “Mom, I need more help—I don’t feel that I’m getting enough attention, 
I don’t feel that I’m getting taught properly,” and she said, “Well okay—we’ll 
talk about it.” And she talked with my teacher, who was my teacher for my 
first grade and second grade, and, they decided that a learning center would be 
good, and that was after they took me to the doctor who examined, he gave 
me several tests and they found out that I had ADHD because in the classroom 
I was acting very hyper. [It wasn’t until] maybe, about a year and a half ago 
when I was at.. .a place called Menniger and... they did another couple of 
tests, and they explained to me that I had Nonverbal Learning Disability. 
And, I guess, I guess now that I know I have the NLD that back then, I 
guess, it didn’t affect me as much because when I was little in pre-school 
everybody was pretty much acting the same, but I was just acting a little 
worse. 
Mark’s comment here: “I guess now that I know I have the NLD that back 
then [in preschool and elementary school], I guess, it didn’t affect me as much” gives 
the first indication of what would later become clearer as Mark’s attitude toward his 
learning disability—an attitude that Mark would later described in this way: 
The learning disability is, it’s just one of those invisible things that 
kinda hovers around you and when it feels that it’s ready to take some action 
and make you do what it wants you to do, then it just kinda goes in one of the 
ears, goes into the brain, tells you what to do, kinda like a guardian angel—it 
follows you around until it wants you to do something that it feels like it 
wants you to do. 
As we talked, it was becoming increasingly evident that Mark clearly 
distinguished his sense of self from his learning disability. Mark went on to describe 
his reaction to being told about a learning disability in this way: 
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I went to Children’s Hospital in Ohio—and I saw this doctor and did a 
series of tests where I’d, they’d hold up a card and I’d tell them what I saw on 
it, and they’d do writing tests and math and bunch of different tests and, I, I 
was convinced, myself, that I had no learning disability—I was a normal 
person. And he, examined, and like a few, two weeks later he talked to my 
mom and he said, “He has ADHD” and, so I was diagnosed with a learning 
disability at about second grade, and, they put me on, medicine, and I kinda, it 
was kinda weird because I was always after recess going to the nurse’s office 
to get medicine, and I was always asking my mom, I would say, “Am I ever 
going to get off medicine?” and I just asked her questions like that, and things 
would happen like, where they put me on meds for maybe over two years, and 
then they think that it’s time to play around with the meds and they’d see what 
meds and if they should switch me to a different kind of medicine. 
[At first] I, I thought there must be some mistake—I can’t be different 
from everybody else. I thought I’m just like everybody else, there’s no way 
I’m different—I’m exactly the same as everybody else, I’m normal—because 
when I was little, I, they, I took a learning disability as I, I was different, I was 
not normal, that I was, I needed extra help, that I was not smart. 
I would say [that] to my teacher, Miss Devine—she was the, learning 
center, she was the teacher who was in charge of the learning center, and for a 
while I, I always was like, how come? Because I’d see other kids in the room, 
and they might be on the computer playing games, and I thought that well, 
that’s not right—how come I’m doing work and they’re playing games? But I 
had to realize that we’re all in the learning center and we’re not all in there for 
the same subject or for the same thing. And they might be in there for, for a 
game, but the game is also teaching them to understand something better, for 
me it might be math, or I have to take a math test or math worksheet, and, so 
we were all in there for different things. 
But I guess I took it the wrong way, because it was just meaning I had 
problems learning—it was harder for me to learn than it was for somebody 
who didn’t have learning disabilities, so if for something that might take five 
minutes for someone who didn’t have learning disabilities, I might of had to, 
well, what I had to do was, maybe, they’d maybe would ask a question, and I 
would have to say, if they like say “what is the pink horse doing?” I’d say, 
okay so it’s a question—what’s it about, okay it’s about the pink horse, and 
it’s a pink horse, so it is a horse, so I’d have to rephrase questions, I’d have to 
keep asking different questions to myself to understand the question better, 
and then I could answer, which would take over five to ten seconds where I 
would have to ask myself several different questions before I could answer the 
question that they had asked me and then it just seemed much harder. 
They put me on you know, medicine, and I wasn’t as hyper as normal, 
but I was still hyper, and so they decided well, maybe two times a day. I 
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would, I’d run around sometimes; at recess, we might be playing a game of 
football and they might get a pass and they’ll run maybe seventy yards and 
they’d score a touchdown, and then they’re tired, and I could do that maybe 
five or six times and I wouldn’t be tired, I would be tired inside, but mentally, 
I would feel I was not tired at all. Mentally I was still hyper and I had a lot of 
energy, but physically I was tired. 
[In class,] I would yell, and I would shout, and it was hard for me to 
keep my voice at a normal level, like where others would be talking, while I 
was yelling I would think I was talking, but I wouldn’t realize I was yelling, I, 
I would think I was talking like everybody else, and they’d have to tell me to 
quiet down a lot and, I’d hide things in the room from the teacher, and I guess 
she just thought that I was yelling, I was misbehaving a lot more than normal, 
and, so she, I, she called my parents in and she told them that she thought that 
I had a learning disability because of how all kids, all kids will misbehave, at 
times, but I kinda exceeded the limit by a lot, and so she thought it would be 
best if she called my parents. 
Well, I keep going to the learning center, I would be getting, I was 
getting really good grades, I would be going, doing great in math, I would be, 
I would always have an idea, like there might be, there’d be a gift wrap sale 
for gift wrap, and I’d have an idea, I’d say “ we could sell it better and we 
could sell more for our fundraiser” and I would always have something or an 
idea that we could use something that I wanted to invent—there was always 
something there that, or something I wanted to be, every day there was a new 
job I wanted to have whether it was a police officer or I wanted to be in the 
Army, or I wanted to drive an ambulance and I, actually, when I was little I 
didn’t’ realize that when you’re making, when you get a job that that’s a, 
that’s a big decision. And I had a new job every day, I wanted something else 
every day, and then each day I would find out about something new, and I 
would say “oh, I wanna do that.” But then the next day, I’d find out about 
there’s basketball—I wanna play basketball, I wanna be in the NBA. And my 
dad would have lectures with me about how hard it is to get in the NBA and 
how I looked at things as they were so easy, but when it was time for them to 
happen, they were much harder. 
Well I guess I didn’t look at the world as, “There’s a lot of people out 
there.” I looked at as, “Well, I’m Mark Reagan, I can do almost anything”— 
that I was special, that, well if I have a learning disability and I’m special, as 
they say, I’m special because I have something that others don’t, and whether 
that would have been, like my ideas of how I’d have an idea to invent 
something everyday or whether there was always something that I knew, that I 
was special, and that I could, whatever I wanted to do I could get into 
wherever I wanted to go, I could do whatever I wanted to do. 
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As Mark continued to talk, he moved further and further from the subject of 
his learning disability—constructing an understanding of himself that was again more 
in line with his earliest childhood memories'. He appeared to relish the opportunity to 
tell stories of himself, especially stories that highlighted some aspect of his 
personality that he could claim as unique. He continued: 
One time I really wanted to be a painter, so I said, “Hey mom, can I go 
downstairs and play with my paint set?” And she said yes because we have a 
cellar room in our house, and little did she know that I was downstairs 
painting the pipes. I took red paints out and I started painting the pipes, and I 
thought I was a painter. And I went upstairs and said “Mom, you owe me five 
dollars.” She said, “What?” I said I painted the pipes. She said “You did 
what?” She went downstairs and all the pipes were painted red, and she goes, 
oh, well, she got angry, and a painter had to come in and he had to scrape all 
the paint off and sand the metal pipes again, and they said that you have to 
wear an art cloak when you’re downstairs and you need to have an adult with 
you. So, I was like, well if being a painter is that hard, I don’t want to be a 
painter anymore. The next day I wanted to be a police officer. 
[I was] seven or eight, so I said, well I wanna be a police officer, so 
my mom was very good friends with, the mayor of Ohio. They played 
practical jokes on, my step-dad. Every single day, it would be something. 
Whether he would lay a note at the door, or he’d have a police officer pull my 
dad over on purpose, then, the mayor would get out of the car and tease them, 
and so my mom talked to the mayor, and he said, yeah, we can, fix him up so 
he can ride in a police car—and I was like, “Yes—I get to ride in a police 
car.” So I, I think it was one day of school I missed, and I got to ride in a 
police car, and, I drove by, and we drove by the school and we stopped and 
we put the lights on, and I got out of the car and all my friends were looking at 
me and I go, “yes, I am an officer of the law.” I thought it was really cool— 
they’d give me the radar gun and I’d go, let’s pull them over, and they’d go 
first we have to radar them, and I learned a lot about how the police system 
and the traffic system works, and I guess, I, didn’t know what a CB radio was 
back then so I drew one out on a piece of paper and I called it “a thing”—I 
said do you have the “things” in your car—and they go, what? The things you 
talk on to other police. They go, oh, CB radios. So I remember that for about 
five minutes, and when I got back to school, I, the next day, I was to do a 
report for shadow day, and I, said “they even had the things in the car and it 
was so cool, and I got to talk on the things,” and they’d go “what’s a thing?” 
And I’d go—oh, you don’t know what it is?—and I’d draw it and I’d, and 
they’d go “that’s a CB radio” and I’d go, “no—it’s a thing!” 
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Frequently, Mark would be telling a story that he clearly took pride in telling 
(in very animated fashion) and would suddenly find himself talking about difficulties 
(often social) that seemed clearly related to our discussion of NLD. As Mark became 
aware of these shifts, his facial expression would change, his speech would begin to 
slow, as he seemed to look for a narrative way out—a way to avoid discussing 
disability and difficulty. I asked Mark about his childhood friends, and again, he 
launched into a furiously-paced narrative that seemed to perpetuate itself, nearly 
endlessly, but eventually began to spiral in tightening circles around the notion of 
disability. 
My best friend was, actually, I had two of them. I could always look 
to them—one was John Unger and the other was Daniel Albright. Me and 
Daniel met, I played JCC basketball and, it was a youth basketball, and we’d 
play, and my dad was one of the coaches, and I would always think that, oh, I 
wanna be the one shooting the baskets—I wanna be the MVP, and we always 
got trophies and I thought it was so cool, and I guess I met Daniel the first 
time we were on the same team, and, so the next year we were playing on the 
same team again, and we again, each year after that, and we kept winning and 
we had this kid on our team named Logan Marguleze, and this kid was tall for 
his age—we were probably, maybe eight then, this kid was probably, I don’t 
know, maybe five feet tall already. And he’d put, he’d shoot the ball up right 
under the basket and he’d jump and he’d grab it again cuz he missed and he’d 
throw it up there, and he’d go on for probably five minutes. He’d keep 
throwing the ball up there, and nobody could get this ball away from him. 
He’d just keep grabbing it because he was so tall and finally, he’d pass it out 
to somebody and they’d shoot it or he’d finally make the basket and my dad 
goes, can you look at him jump, because he (end of side one).. .but there was 
Maryland, which was an elementary school, there was Montrose, which was 
another elementary school, and there was Cazingham, which part of it was an 
elementary school and then there was a middle school and the high school in 
it. And, my friend Daniel went to I think it was Montrose or Cazingham, but, 
we’d always, he’d always come over and we’d play basketball and, then there 
was my friend John, and we’d play basketball also. 
I was, I was good. I was always running up and down the court, I 
always thought that winning was everything and that I had to win because, I 
had, I wanted to show my dad that I could make it to the NBA, I always 
wanted to prove him wrong and show him that I had something that somebody 
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else didn’t. That I was able to play basketball, or I was able to play soccer, 
football or soccer—soccer didn’t really work out, because, the, we were 
playing soccer for a, it’s a community team called SESA, and it’s a, they have 
a bunch of teams, and my dad was coaching that also, he was one of the 
coaches, and I really wanted to throw the ball in once it was out of bounds, 
and so it went out of bounds one time and it was our turn to throw it and, I 
picked up the ball, and the ref—he was very small, he was probably only four 
feet tall, and I was almost as tall as him—and, he took the ball from me, so I 
ripped the ball back out of his hands and I threw it on to the field and he 
kicked me out of the game and I said “it was my turn to throw the ball in” and 
I was just very angry at him because I wanted to throw the ball in and he took 
it out of my hand and he gave it to another kid, so I went nuts, and then they 
kicked me out of the game for that game, and I got very angry, and so I went 
to my teammates’ water bottles and I dumped them all on the ground except 
mine and I drank my water so no one else could have water, and, that ended 
my soccer career—I didn’t really play soccer much. 
Well, my dad thought, he goes, “Great” and I told all my friends to “F- 
— off—you’re not part of me.” 
I told that to the kids on my team, and I said “I am good at soccer, you 
can’t just throw the ball in” and I got very angry, and my dad reprimanded 
me, he said, “We do not say cuss words,” and, he, we went home, and, well, 
he kinda... 
Here Mark began again to veer away from the story of his difficulty in dealing 
socially with his peers. The story began to change again into an amusing anecdote, 
the sort of story that he most likes to tell: 
.. .well, he kinda made a little mistake and, one day with, cuz he, they, 
put soap in my mouth for saying a bad word, so it was my cousin Margo, my 
cousin Brent and me and we were all cussing, and they, ran out of soap after 
they gave my cousin Margo and Brent soap, so I thought that, I thought that it 
was, “Oh yes—I’m out of it, there’s no soap.” My dad thought he had the 
right bottle and he accidentally poured Joy in my mouth and it was the worst 
tasting soap I have ever tasted, and I think it was for, like normally, they’d 
give me soap in my mouth and I wouldn’t say a bad word for maybe a few 
days, but this tasted so bad I was, I was coughing, I was spitting, and my 
mom, my mom said “What have you done?” And [Dad] goes, “I’m giving 
him soap.” And she goes, “You’re holding Joy!” And it was kind of a 
dishwashing, kind of detergent soap, and, I didn’t say a cuss word for like four 
weeks. My dad was always like, well he found out it worked, and so, he’s 
like, “Well, if you’re going to cuss, remember, I have Joy And he’d always 
have a bottle of Joy ready. 
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From there, Mark launched into yet another anecdote. Interestingly, this story 
again led Mark to talking about difficulties that could be linked to NLD. His 
“clumsiness” and memories of repeated trips to the hospital for stitches are similar to 
stories that other NLD students and parents tell (see Thompson, 1997). 
Well, then there was the time when I saw cowboys. I saw a John 
Wayne movie, and, so I, we had a dog and he’s a Bishon, and he’s still around 
now, and his name is Skipper. So I, I put a leash on him, and I’d sit on his 
back and I, and he could handle it, because he was big and he was young then, 
and I’d ride around the house with the cowboy hat on and I’d say “Giddy-up 
cowboy.” And I’d ride around on the dog, and I’d say “Go faster, go faster,” 
but he’d would just kinda just slowly walk'around the house because he had 
me on his back. And then, so finally, my mom told my dad that I was riding 
the dog around the house like a horse, and so my dad in New York said, 
“Okay, (my dad was in coming in town in a few days), so he goes, “I’m going 
to take him to this fair.” And so, we went to this fair and there was this horse 
there I go wow—it’s a real horse! And he took me there, and, I guess, I guess 
I bonded with the horse right when I saw it and I went there, and he was in 
town for two weeks and I went there every day and we, the horse was black, 
so I called him Blackie, and, I’d say that’s my horse, and, I was, I was really 
persistent about it, I really wanted to have a horse and so, my parents would, 
when I was in Europe I would go horseback riding, and I thought it was really 
cool, cuz I’d sit there and I’d act like a cowboy and like I was oh so cool, and 
it was just really fun, but then there was times when I was back around the 
house and finally Skipper he got tired of me sitting on him, so he would run 
away and life at home got kinda tough then because well, I was chasing him 
around and I slipped, and we had this booth, and I slipped and I hit my head 
on it, and I started crying and I walked over to the living room and I fell down 
and my brothers came in and they looked and they, I, they saw there was a big 
old mark on my head and they took me to the hospital cuz I cracked my head 
open, and that was the I think the second time I cracked my head open. The 
first time was I was in New York and I was real little I went to Gymboree and 
I always watch the videos and I saw an Olympic video and I thought I was 
going to be one of them, so I tried to do this stunt on the balance beam and I 
fell off and I hit my head and I had to get stitches, but I got them in New York 
that first time, and there was this guy named, his name was Fred.. .he was 
really big, and I called him Fat Freddie. And, so he transferred to Children’s 
Hospital in Ohio, so the second time, they go well, “You’re going to have to 
see Fat Freddie,” and I go, “No, no, not Fat Freddie!” And I’d start crying 
again, and I mean I’d go nuts, and I’d see the needle on the table and I’d go 
nuts, I did not want them putting that needle in me, I did not want them 
stitching my head up and my mom would have to hold me down, and this guy, 
58 
he scared me, the needle scared me, and the word stitches scared me, and so, I 
guess there was a third time that I cracked my head open at home, and the 
same thing—I slipped and I fell and I hit my head on the, the booth again. So 
they took me to the hospital, and it was probably midnight, and I was in my 
pajamas, and we were sitting, and we went into the emergency room, and they 
were sitting out there, and my mom, they finally said you need to come in to 
calm him down because he’s squiggling all over the table, and they couldn’t 
get me to calm down, and finally they calmed me down, and I got the stitches, 
and then, there, there was a fourth time, but I fell on the booth again, and I hit 
my chin and I had to get stitches on my chin, and, and Fat Freddie gave me 
stitches again and I guess my life at home was stitches and then you get 
stitches again, and so, I guess [I was clumsy]. 
In further explaining his frequent needs for medical attention, Mark explained 
that he was the sort of boy who “wanted to test things:” 
Sometimes I’d get, at home I’d get, they’d say well, “You’re getting 
punished, you’re grounded,” and I’d have to go to my room and I’d sit there 
and I’d think, well I saw in a movie that a guy took his bed sheets and he tied 
it to a balcony and he climbed them down, and I was tying my bed sheets up 
and my dad came in and he said, “You can’t climb down there, and I was like 
but they did it in a movie, and he goes, in the movie they also have a little 
platform so that the person doesn’t get hurt if they fall, and, I wouldn’t believe 
him—I thought it was not true—the guy really climbed down the balcony or 
he climbed on the roof or he went down the gutter, and he showed me, he 
showed me in the movie, that, one, one of my dad’s best friends was Ned 
Bastille, who I call, I call him Uncle Ned, and he was the editor of 
[unintelligible speech], but he showed me a, video of a guy, and, behind the 
scenes, and I saw how the guy really wasn’t climbing it, he was climbing up a 
little, and then they’d took another scene where he was at the balcony, they 
had him attached to the balcony and he made it look like he was climbing, so 
he really never left the ground, and, I finally believed it. 
And, I guess there was the times where I, at home and I thought I was 
an artist again, and I’d color on the walls with crayons, so they’d have to get 
whole new wallpaper, or I’d color on the floor or on the carpet and I was like, 
“how is my work?” and they were like, they’d get angry, and they’d say 
“You’re in your room again.” 
Well, sometimes I really didn’t know—it happened three or four or 
five times before I really got the point. Don’t color on the carpet, don’t color 
on the walls, and, my dad would say if you do it again I have the key to your 
door and I’m going to lock it. Well, there was no key to my door, but I 
actually believed him, but I guess at home I was the one who misbehaved a 
lot, so. 
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I guess I, I wanted to, I wanted to test things. I wanted to see how far 
things could go. Sometimes I [thought about it that way], other times I, I was, 
I was testing where I wanted to see what it was like, cuz I saw artists who 
would in New York, I’d see the graffiti on the walls, and how some people 
actually painted wonderful paintings on the walls, and I thought, well, when I 
got back to Ohio I said I drew on the wall—well I’m not a graffiti person_I 
drew on the wall, I made a mural. And I thought that I was an artist, but my 
parents thought I vandalized the wall, so I got a lot of belts, I got in trouble, 
like spankings. 
Here I asked Mark more specifically to focus on his learning disability, on the 
difficulties that he had had that he felt were related to his disability—which he did 
with somewhat less zeal than he had related other parts of his story. Interestingly, 
each time that I prompted Mark to speak about academic difficulties, he would begin 
to do so and tlien return his focus to difficulties with social interactions. As Mark 
continued to speak, it became clearer that the part of his disability that is the most 
trying for him is his difficulty with social skills. Mark desperately wanted (and 
wants) to be accepted socially and to be part of group. His discussion of the safety 
patrol is a clear example of this. 
Sixth grade—that’s when it started getting really hard because, in sixth 
grade, we had, they were teaching you school, a middle school was going to 
be in, how that you could change classes and stuff, and so I got twenty-five 
kids in class. There was only two classes, which in a total of sixth grade there 
was only 50 kids, and there was only two different classes, and each class had 
25 kids in there. I flunked math, and I flunked all, most of my subjects, and, I, 
I didn’t understand why. I thought, well how can this be? I’ve done so great 
in school, and now I got an F in math or got a D, and, and that’s, sixth grade 
was much harder because going to the learning center you really couldn’t, the 
work they had, they actually had you doing hands-on work with building 
bridges and building structures, etc. 
In the regular class, for like math, you had a job and they told you like 
were the engineer and you had to design and you had to draw and make like a 
blue-print and, yeah it was hard, I had a very hard problem with that, and— 
and then there was the safety patrol and the crossing guards and I, I was a 
crossing guard and I could report things to the police if a car turns, and so I 
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was on the safety patrol. And so there was a girl named Dana Freedman and, 
for some reason I had the, I felt that she was harassing me, and so I would go 
around to one comer, and she would come to that comer, but if I was on the 
other comer another day, she’d come to my comer, so finally I just kept 
reporting her and finally then they said, “Yeah you can’t do this do this 
anymore—you’re kicked off the safety patrol team.” And I didn’t understand 
at first, but my dad explained to me that it’s, it’s a uniform, and I was 
obsessed with uniforms, which I still kinda am obsessed with uniforms and 
that it’s not the end of the world so I went on and I, when finally after sixth 
grade, they were looking, they didn’t think that Bexley middle school would 
be the best, spot for me, and, so they were looking at schools over the 
summer, and I, I really didn’t have any structure. They let me, basically do 
what I wanted, so I, took a gas can and, that you fill your lawnmower up with 
gas, and I wrote my name in gasoline on the driveway and I lit it on fire, and 
as my parents pulled up they said “what have you done?” And I go, I go, 
“Look, its art!” And again I thought I was a painter or I was some kind of 
artist, and there at that point they said that “I think that it’s time we sent him 
somewhere get, some better help with his impulses and better, where he could 
also, though, get, a better a chance at, at school.” And so they sent me to a 
place called Menniger. And there was a lot of things that I did that, that I was 
there for—I was hyper, there was the, the point where they couldn’t control 
me—I yelled, I was abusive to the family members, and, I yelled at them. I 
made my mom cry. 
Like, if I didn’t get my way, I’d yell at them, “But this is my way, and 
I want it like this.” I felt that what was going on was that they were treating 
me unfairly, that, because I had my little sister, who is Jessica, and, before it 
was probably second grade when I, when Jessica was diagnosed with cancer, 
and she died, I think, when I was like nine, and, they came into school the 
next day and a bunch of people they bought me a gift and they said that they 
were really sorry, and, it was hard for me because I knew she had cancer, and, 
I, I drew her pictures all the time, cuz finally at that point I was at the point 
where I knew at that time drawing on paper was much better, and so, I drew 
her pictures, and I ran into her room one morning and my parents were there, 
and they, I said “Where is Jessica?” and they said last night she died, she 
passed away, and, I took that very hard, I was like “What? What do you mean 
passed away? This can’t be happening” and I, I didn’t, I didn’t believe it was 
true, I, I said, “Well, she’s going to be back.” So I laid the picture on her crib. 
Finally one person explained to me that, that she died and there really 
wasn’t, she wasn’t coming back to pick up the picture, and so, I, I still visit— 
she has a grave in Mistress Cemetery. And for some reason I was aggravated 
when I found out that she did die, and they wouldn’t let me go to her funeral, 
I, I, because I knew what a funeral was, for, they would say a ceremony for 
burying, and I was very angry and I was yelling at my parents. I was like “I 
wanna go, I am going. This is my sister, I’m going to the funeral.” But they 
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thought I was too young so I didn’t go, and I was angry at my parents for 
probably three days, and, I really wanted to go to the funeral, and, they 
wouldn’t let me, but I, it cheered me up because during school there was a 
bunch of days where I was just, I, I was, I was, I forget the word,, it’s like I, I 
always felt down, I, it’s like I didn’t look at it in the morning. I woke up—the 
sun was shining. I looked at it as “Well, I woke up to something shining, but 
a few days ago my sister died.” I didn’t like it, and I ran away from kids when 
they were trying to help me at school, and finally they thought, they got me 
the, this book, and they, they all signed it, and wrote a sorry note in it that they 
were, they were sorry, they, they didn’t want it to have to happen if they had a 
sister, and, and so I was happy about that. Then a few years later Alex was 
bom, and she, she was bom, and we would go to California, and I guess, I was 
at the point where, I, they decided I needed to go to Menniger, because we 
would be in, California, and I’d yell at my mom and she’d be crying because I 
was so abusive, I’d yell violently at her, but I didn’t understand why I was 
yelling. I just knew I was yelling, and, I guess, I guess that they decided, that 
each year they decided that there was always a problem, and then there was 
my, Alex’s birthday party. 
Here Mark began to describe what he seems to consider a turning point in his 
life—a point at which his social behavior reached such a level that his parents were 
forced to send him to an inpatient psychiatric facility. 
We’d go out there [California] for spring break because my 
grandparents were out there. And, I always mined her birthday party, and 
then they gave me the final decision—“Yes, we’re going to send him to 
Menniger.” So I went to, there was a, it’s kinda like a children’s hospital, and, 
there was a kind of a sleep-away, and I was there for exactly one year. 
What happened was, I was there for seventh grade and eighth grade, 
and they had classes. And, I, I went there and they taught, they told me I had 
NLD, and I didn’t understand what it meant and they said, “Well, what do you 
think it means?” And I said, “I have no idea.” They were like, my doctor was 
Dr. Lightman, and I was in the Hillcrest unit and he was, my doctor, and so he 
explained to me that pretty much that NLD is, also known, they call like, 
kinda like a disease where it takes away social skills, and you don’t, you really 
don’t have nerves, you can’t use your social skills, you can’t use them well, 
there’s, this, the knowing when someone’s joking and when someone’s not 
joking, and I, there’s a bunch of things dealing with social skills and 
interacting with others that I really didn’t understand how to do because of 
NLD, and I just realized that the whole time while I was in elementary school 
and I was having problems communicating with others that this was the 
problem, and, what happened was that I was there and I, I would talk with [the 
staff]. 
\ 
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At first I thought, I didn’t think that was all of it. Finally, they 
explained to me that everything, all the problems I was having interacting 
with others were because of me, of me not being able to use my social skills. 
There was a certain amount of relief in Mark’s voice and manner as he 
reconstructed this portion of the narrative. At the same time, I noticed a bit of 
hesitation—some holding back. Even as Mark explained that “all the problems I was 
having interacting with others were because of me, of me not being able to use my 
social skills,” there was a hint of disbelief in his voice. This lingering disbelief or 
reluctance to accept that his life could be explained as the result of a learning 
disability took shape as Mark described the day that he was told about Nonverbal 
Learning Disability. 
They said that I had a Nonverbal Learning Disability. It had been 
probably two weeks into the program, and I, I didn’t like it one bit. I couldn’t 
listen to the CDs I wanted to, and I was yelling at the staff, and, I guess I 
really wanted to get out of Menniger—I didn’t want to be there. I felt that 
that, I really wasn’t going to learn anything there, nothing there that I learned 
would help me, and so I, he told me and, the first conference call with my 
parents I tried to run away, and then like run straight through the conference 
call, and so I was not able to go, and they had to, they had to put me in this, 
this it’s called a [unintelligible speech] room, and what it is is it’s all walls, 
and it’s a room pretty much where you have to take your shoes off, all rings 
jewelry, watches, and you go in there, until you’re calm and they can look 
through, they look in, the glass is really thick in the windows so that, so that 
they could observe if I was calm or not, and I would always have a problem 
and there were, this one time where they, they, they did put people in 
restraints if they had to. They got them out, but I never needed to be put in 
them. They said that if you don’t calm down, if I don’t stop punching the 
walls, that I was going to need to, have, restraints put on me, and that’s where, 
one of the, we had kinda like, we had advisors there, but there were, they’re 
not like they are here, but he, he was like “wait a minute, wait a minute” and 
he opened the door, he came in, and he said, he said “Mark I wanna talk with 
you.” And I said “I don’t wanna talk, I don’t wanna talk” and he said that we 
needed to talk. And I said that I don’t wanna talk. And he said, “Well, I’m 
going to talk and you don’t have to listen if you don’t want.” He said, “I 
know you have NLD.” And as soon as he said that I, I, I quieted down, I sat 
down, I was like “Yes?” And he started talking and he, he actually calmed me 
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down and his name, his name was Ray, and like you and I have a lot of fights 
over how to stay in Purdue, we had a lot of fights about how to stay in 
Alabama. 
I asked Mark to talk specifically about his difficulties with learning and the 
sorts of school tasks that are the most difficult for him to manage. While Mark 
appeared as ready to answer as he had throughout, his narrative was more broken and 
at points seemingly contradictory (as when he discusses writing below). At this 
point, however, Mark began again to construct the view of disability that he had 
alluded to earlier in the interview process—a view that he seemed tenaciously to cling 
to—a view that separated him from his disability: 
In school, I would probably say, math sometimes, and, and like, math 
and U.S. history [are hard for me]. 
I think I need, I think that [writing] is not really a problem because, if I 
have to write about something, an idea will just pop into my head. In other 
words, it’s harder for me to write, I’d prefer using a computer more, because, I 
guess I have problems writing. 
I guess sometimes I think that [learning disability] is just a cover that 
people put on, they, they tell somebody they have a learning disability as a 
way, just like, like another identity that they have, and when you find out that 
you have a learning disability, sometimes you might act different than you 
usually would. I guess that you suppose, I guess that you just assume in your 
mind that you’re supposed to act a certain way just because you have a 
learning disability. 
[When I was first told about my learning disabilities] I felt that I was 
different, that I, I was not like others, that, since I was different others were 
going to judge me. At first I thought that someone was trying to say that 
about me, but as the, days and weeks and months and years went on, I kinda 
realized that I was different because people kinda treated me differently. 
A central theme in Mark’s narrative emerges clearly here: the notion that he 
must accept that he is “different” or disabled because others’ treat him as disabled. 
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The identifying features of disability for Mark are the reactions of the social world— 
what others think of him. Unknowingly, Mark takes a sociocultural view of leaminR 
disability, suggesting something similar to Sleeter’s notion that “students who come 
to be called learning disabled are for the most part normal children who have not 
experienced success in the regular classroom because their learning modalities 
happen to be something other than reading and writing” (Sleeter, 1987, p. 84), or in 
Mark’s case interpersonal social interaction. Mark continued: 
Like, my parents would say, like, I don’t think that, like dealing with 
schools, they would tell me, “I don’t think that school’s good for you because 
the classes are too big,” and so pretty much assuming since I have a learning 
disability I can’t learn in a class that has too many students. Or they might 
say “I don’t think that school’s good for you because there’s too many kids in 
the whole school program.” 
It [my disability] cuts down on my opportunities to, to maybe live at 
home and go to school. I think that you can have a learning disability and be 
in a class with five students and you’ll learn pretty much the same thing that if 
you were in the class with 25 students and you learn. 
Well, I wanted to go to Bexley for my junior year, and my parents said 
“I don’t think Bexley is a good place for you—there’s just too many kids there 
and I don’t think that you’re socially ready for it.” I, I thought, I didn’t really 
care what they wanted me to do—I wanted to go to school where I wanted to 
go to school, because it was my life and it was my education. 
I thought that there would be problems, sometimes where I might have 
a hard time communicating with others, that might have been after school, and 
they were saying that Bexley wasn’t a good school because I have social 
problems and I guess during school you’re really, you’re not really 
communicating with anybody else—you’re listening to a teacher and your 
following their directions. 
I guess a lot of the problems that I had I think that most of them were, 
social misunderstandings, because of NLD where I, it’s harder for me to tell 
when someone’s joking with me, or when they’re not joking with me. Most 
of the time they might be joking with me and I’d yell at them, and an 
argument would start because I didn’t know they were joking with me. That’s 
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how I feel about it. Sometimes [at school] we’ll be in a van and then, 
someone will say a joke and I’ll, I’ll lash back right at them because I don’t 
know it’s a joke. 
[At Harbert Hill] I guess, I think we’re all alike—we all have different 
problems where we need help in a different way to learn better, and, I would 
say that we’re probably not, I don’t think, I wouldn’t say that I’m different 
from everybody here, but I’d say that, that I have my problems and the way I 
have to work with them and they have their problems and the way they have 
to work with them. 
I’d say there’s a lot of people out there that if, a comment that might 
have, might have been made to me, I would take it not as a joke, that the 
person was joking, they would, other people might understand it as a joke 
where it would take me longer to realize that it was joke or that would have 
told me they were joking with me. It’s one of the big problems where it’s 
harder, it’s harder for me to, to understand well what others are saying, 
sometimes. [For example,] we were in the van to go for our fishing club last 
Wednesday, and, a person in the van made a joke and I didn’t take it as a joke. 
I don’t remember what the joke was—they said something about, my 
hair. I said some comment about how I put my hair gel in my hair and they 
said something, they were joking around with me and, they said something 
about my hair always is messed up and I guess I didn’t take it as a joke, I, I 
lashed back at them and I yelled and they said “Well, I was just joking with 
you.” I explained to them why I lashed back at them—just so that they would 
understand better that I didn’t, I didn’t realize that they were joking. I said, 
“That’s not funny and shut up. I like my hair the way it is.” 
I guess there are points where I might, I might know it’s kinda like a 
joke, but when we were in the, the like three seconds in between where 
they’re saying it and I hear it, I guess I don’t have much time to really, to plan 
out what I’m going to say or just know if it’s a joke or if it’s not a joke. That 
if, the first thing that it seems, that it looks like or that it sounds like is what 
I’m going to take it as. I told the person that I was sorry for yelling at them, 
and I...said I was just joking, and I said “Oh, well I’m sorry—it’s harder for 
me to take jokes or understand that it is a joke because of NLD,” and they 
didn’t know what it was so I had to kinda explain a little bit about it. I told 
them that it takes away your social skills and you have to like, relearn them, 
so normally in a person they might be instincts, and, but for me I have to learn 
them from scratch. 
I guess [a similar thing] happened the other day, and I, and I guess 
there’s the bigger ones I recognize and the smaller ones I don’t really 
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recognize, but, I guess when people are maybe just joking around with me 
because of something I do, then I might not take it as a joke, I might think of it 
as that they were teasing me because they wanna be mean. 
If I just walked into a room, I, and there were a bunch of people sitting 
there, I guess that I would say they were all feeling the same way until I saw 
them physically how they were feeling. Because, as in, whether they were 
slumped down, or they had their hand to their cheek and they were tired, or 
they, it’s harder to, just kinda, feel, find out how someone’s feeling just by 
looking at them, by actually, seeing what they’re saying and how they’re 
saying it, and in the tone they’re saying it in, than in, than in, I guess just 
seeing them—if I saw tears coming someone face, I’d know that they might, 
they might be sad, but if they were just sitting there, I might not be able to 
realize they were sad or they were depressed. 
I guess I think it does cause me a lot of difficulty because, interacting 
with others it’s harder for me to tell when I should I talk to somebody or if 
that person is, is uncomfortable, or doesn’t, feel exactly in the greatest mood 
to talk, it’s harder for me to tell that, and I’ll just go up to them and talk to 
them and they’ll yell at me, because I guess I, I might not have actually taken, 
the, like the extra time that you might, I might need to, to actually see how 
someone’s feeling. 
I guess day-to-day it’s like, if I just look at my life at just one point I 
could say that I actually had a really good life, but, from day-to-day I think 
it’s harder to be me because of the miscommunications that go on and because 
of, sometimes how, telling how someone’s feeling or giving someone advice, 
or just trying to, to control myself and what my thoughts are. 
Sometimes I will walk around and I’ll feel that I’m just like everybody 
else, other times I walk around and I might feel that I’m different or that, 
maybe that I’ll feel that I’m different, I’m, that they have a better life than me 
or I feel that I’m higher and I feel that I have a better life. 
At this point, I asked Mark to relate a typical day at his present school: 
[On a typical day at Harbert Hill,] I’ll wake up in the morning and I 
clean my room and I’ll, I’ll go down to breakfast and eat breakfast and then I 
head off to first period which is Algebra I, and there pretty much we’re all on, 
we’re working on different steps in the math, so, I might be on chapter 4 while 
someone else might be on chapter 5 or 6, and it’s just depends on how fast we 
can learn something and how fast we’re moving through the book. And then 
there’s second period—Graphic Arts—where I feel that I wanna say that I’m 
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special—that I, that, I guess that, with graphic arts, like, I can learn something 
really fast, and then I, I guess I like to say that, I’m just like the teacher—I can 
do something very easily. 
Well, I like to say, if, someone had a question I would try to answer it 
because I would try to say that I, I would know more, because I have, because 
the teacher had been giving me a little more help than others I could say that I 
knew a little bit more. Whether it be graphic arts or whether it be on the 
computers, I guess I learn at different paces in each subject. [In Graphic 
Arts,] I’ve made stickers, I’ve had to go on the internet to find pictures for, to 
make t-shirts, and, I guess also, not only like judging for the paint for the T- 
shirt—judging how much paint I should use on the screen so that I’m not 
using too much or too little. I guess I’m doing well with that. 
[Drawings or etchings] are much harder for me to, to have to draw 
something or have to sketch something, I have to look at it and draw it. I 
guess most of the time I just draw on my own, and then if it looks like 
something I can say, well I meant to draw a person if it kinda looks like a 
person. 
Then I go to Coping with Stress class, and, and there we’ll talk about 
ways to cope with stress—different, stressful situations and what we can do to 
deal with them. [This is helpful] I guess because I could tell a group of kids a 
problem that I’m having and they could give me their advice or what they 
think they, or what I should do or what they would do, and then I could 
actually, I could try what their advice was, and most of the time it works. [For 
example], if I had a problem with a person, and, I think there was a 
misunderstanding in between where they thought I was saying bad stuff about 
them and they went around and I guess they said to go to the person and talk 
to them, and the person wasn’t in the class, it was in that class, but they didn’t 
really, they didn’t really realize it was about them until I actually said their 
name. And I guess, I guess I finally I kinda explained what I might have said, 
and they explained what they heard or what, why they were angry at me, and I 
could solve it. 
[If I were doing this interview,] I’d probably ask, “What, when 
someone says you have a learning disability, how do [you] take it?” And, I 
guess for myself when someone says a learning disability I kind of, sometimes 
I might get offended because they say I have disability, I say I’m perfectly 
fine—all my body parts work, you know, I’m not disabled. And I’d say that 
I’ve got a learning difference. And, I guess a lot of people, they prefer people 
to call it a learning difference more than a learning disability. 
I guess when they hear the word disability and when I hear the word 
disabled, I hear, I think of, you know, when a part of me is broken or when 
something is not working, and when I hear a learning difference, I hear that I 
68 
just learn differently than others—that if they learn through, through, how 
someone might in most schools if they give lectures and kids just write notes 
down, I guess that would be harder for me to learn, but if they were giving 
notes out and were handing papers out on the lectures, then I might be able to 
maybe take in the information better because I learn, I would say that would 
be part of a learning difference. 
I will try to study, then I’ll, I’ll say that I studied a something on the 
Civil War. And, and I’ll go in and I’ll do something else for a while, then I’ll 
ask somebody to ask me some questions about the Civil War, and see if I can 
remember what I studied. I think it’s easier for me when someone, studying 
when, someone is talking to me then on some paper. 
[Also,] I guess that it’s harder for me to really know what’s right and 
wrong, as in dealing with friends, like what I should say, what I shouldn’t say, 
and, how fast I should move with friends and stuff like that. Like, whether 
some people might ask somebody out on the first day of camp, sometimes for 
me it’ll take me two or three days for, I, I don’t know how fast I should go, 
whether its, should I ask them out on the first day or should I wait until I get 
to know them better. I guess I, I actually wait and I see what everybody else 
is doing and I’ll just try to do what they do. So I can kinda blend in to their 
actions. 
If I see that like, everybody is, maybe playing basketball, and I’m 
good at basketball, I could, go up and say, “Do you want to play basketball?” 
But, if, everybody finished shooting basketballs and they were just sitting 
down, it would be much harder for me to go up to ask somebody to play 
basketball, because they might be just holding a basketball when they’re 
watching somebody else do something, but they’re not intending to play 
basketball at all. 
I guess, there were times where people would, say, well I don’t think 
you should do this because, or, they might say, no, I guess I think maybe we 
already have enough people on a baseball team, because it’s harder for me to 
actually realize what’s actually going on, that people will take advantage of 
me sometimes because they know it’s hard for me to find a situation and tell 
what’s going on. 
Well, if they know that, like as if there’s a baseball game, and they 
might say, “Oh, we already have enough players.” And I walk away but not 
looking back and another person walks up and they say, “Yeah, you can go 
on that team.” Where they wouldn’t think I would say, “Could I watch or 
could I help out or could I sub in for somebody.” 
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I asked Mark whether the social skills classes that he had mentioned were 
helpful to him—whether he felt that they were worthwhile: 
I guess, you go in, you go into the class and you tell them [social skills 
teachers] a problem for coping with stress, and how to deal with problems 
socially, and I guess it’s easier said in the class than done. Like I mean you 
could, you could get a lot of advice on how to do it and deal with the problem 
and what would happen would be and then you go to deal with the problem 
and you kinda, it’s a little too hard, because, I mean it sounds really easy and 
you can imagine yourself just saying well, I could go up to that person and tell 
them how I’m feeling, but when it actually comes time to talk to them it’s 
much harder. I think [the classes] help a little bit. I don’t think I need them 
that much. 
[Yesterday,] I was, playing basketball, I guess every time we would 
get a run, and we just kept making baskets, the other team would get really 
angry, and so, I guess they got angry and they made me angry and I pushed 
one person on the other team, and they threw a ball at the back of my head, 
and, pretty much then, Mr. Boelke told us to sit down—there were two of us 
who were in the incident—and then they came up in front of us while we were 
sitting on the bleachers, and they would, they’d act like they could tease you 
because you couldn’t get up and they would do everything they could to make 
you angry. 
[What had happened was that] I won a basketball and I brought it to 
clubs, and I guess they were kicking and just misusing it and I didn’t want 
them to ruin the basketball before, before I could actually use it, and, I guess, 
they were dribbling it in front of me and I said, “Wow, you can dribble’’ and 
they, I forget what she said, but she said something to me about how I’m 
stupid. She’d like, she was just dribbling in front of me and I told her I didn’t 
want them playing with my ball. So I called [her] a whore. 
And then Mr. Jacobs dealt with the problem and we went outside, and, 
I was talking to Ms. Cannon and Amy turned around and said, “Yeah—he 
called me a whore.” And she, Ms. Cannon started to, try to deal with the 
problem and she was, started talking to me and I didn’t want her to talk to me 
because I assumed she was not going to let me tell my side of the story of 
what happened, or that she would say that I shouldn’t have done that and I’m 
in trouble, and I’d have to say I’m sorry, and she, Amy is all in the clear and 
she’s all good, but, but if I actually listened and I would have, tried to see, 
wait and see what happens, I would have found out that, Ms. Cannon was 
going to let me tell my side of the story. 
I was saying, “You don’t want to let me talk because I’m right and 
you’re wrong.” And, so, they took me down to Ms. Bard’s office and I guess 
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down there I, I guess I tried, I was, I tried to calm down and then I kinda 
calmed down and Ms. Bard still wouldn’t let me talk, and so I kinda felt 
aggravated because I felt that I was calm enough to talk and that she didn’t 
think that I was calm enough to talk and so she made me sit down there for a 
while, and I guess as the night went on more problems happened. 
There was a problem where when we were playing softball, and, this 
girl was, pitching the softball like we were in a college tournament for the 
national title, and I got pretty angry because I hit the ball and she threw it to 
first base, and everybody else was telling me I sucked, and they were yelling 
at me because I got out, because I would criticize them, but I was the only one 
who actually got a piece of the ball, and was able to at least try to get to first 
base, while everybody else struck out and that kinda made me angry. 
From there, I just started yelling at people and Mr. Peerick yelled at 
me, and I guess he, he just said like, like, you have, he told me like when, 
when you get on first base next time and she pitches right out there then I can, 
then I can criticize others but I’m always the first to criticize someone. 
When, I think, it’s when, when someone else does something wrong, 
I’m the first person to say something about how they should correct it, but if I 
mess up, I guess I get all upset with myself and, I don’t know, I guess I think 
that winning to me is like, winning is everything for me. When I’m playing a 
sport, I feel that I have to win. 
I went to talk with Ms. Robbins for a while about my, why I think I 
criticize others and why I sometimes feel like I don’t like the summer camp 
and sometimes I feel like rumors that are being spread about me, a lot how I 
wanna react in the proper way to someone who made the rumor and, I guess, 
just like where I think that if someone makes a rumor about me I can go back 
and try to physically punch them, and, and if, but if I make the rumor I 
sometimes feel it’s alright, but I usually don’t make rumors, because I know 
that I wouldn’t want someone making a rumor about me. Then I went and 
played, and the rest of the night went pretty well. 
I’ve had ups and downs and, there were problems with impulsivity and 
hyperactive behavior, and violent behavior, I guess, a bunch, a little bit of 
everything, but, I think, I guess, with the getting diagnosed with ADD and 
NLD, I guess, I think after I got diagnosed, getting put into a learning center 
and coming here, I think that was the best thing for me. And, I think that, I 
think that, actually I’m pretty grateful that I, I got the help I did. 
I guess when someone tells you you have a learning disorder and, that 
you’re ADHD and you’re NLD, and, I guess, pretty much you’re going to go 
on and you’re going to think that they’re telling the truth. That, so there’s 
going to be, it’s kinda like this smoke screen that you’re not putting up but 
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you’re body’s putting up and you can’t control it, and it, it’s telling everybody 
else “I am ADHD. I’m NLD” and it’s not even the real you, and I guess, I 
guess, let’s say a person came in and told me I didn’t have a learning disorder 
or a learning disability, and, I guess I would, probably, like kinda amaze me 
that, because I, I would be amazed about how why I was acting in the way I 
acted, but I guess also I think the smoke screen would just kinda slowly start 
to disappear. 
Here Mark picked up the narrative thread that he had begun much earlier and 
had interspersed throughout his story. Mark talked animatedly and with great 
enthusiasm about this view of learning disability. It was as if he had finally been 
given permission to speak without restraint on a topic that had occupied his mind for 
years: 
I, I probably wouldn’t believe it at first [if someone told me I actually 
don’t have a learning disability], but, and I probably would be pretty glad to 
hear it, so that, that I am not ADHD, I’m not ADD, but, I guess I’d be happy 
to hear that but I think it’d be hard for me to transfer from, from being ADHD 
which I have been all my life and, over to being not ADHD and not NLD. 
I think, well, I’m nice friend, I need to be nice, I guess it all depends 
on the situation. Whether, whether somebody, you’re in an argument with 
somebody, I’m not going to sit there and say, “Oh, would you like to have 
some tea while we talk about this?” I’d probably, I’d probably be equally into 
the argument with them and, but I guess, I guess my personality—inside I’m 
actually I’m a really nice person inside. I, I follow people’s directions, I, I do 
things when I’m told to do them and I guess I just become, inside I don’t have 
a learning disability inside—I think inside I’m just as normal as everybody 
else who would attend a public school. 
I think, I think [the disability is] kinda on the inside, but not really, 
part of it’s on the outside; part of it’s on the inside. And it’s kinda like, it’s 
not, it’s not a point of whether it’s on the inside or outside, it’s just there. It’s 
something like, some people like to say you have a chip on your shoulder. It’s 
not like there’s a chip inside your shoulder, or on top of it, but it’s like it’s 
imaginary there. 
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Mark’s discussion of the locus of his disability here is quite telling. He 
suggests that disability is figurative and exists much like figures of speech exist— 
only in the abstract—it is “imaginary” in that sense. Most poignantly, Mark 
described his disability as: 
I guess pretty much they, the learning disability is, it’s just one of 
those invisible things that kinda hovers around you and when it feels that it’s 
ready to take some action and make you do what it wants you to do, then it 
just kinda goes in one of the ears, goes into the brain, tells you what to do, 
kinda like a guardian angel—it follows you around until it wants you to do 
something that it feels like it wants you to do. 
I guess, I, it hasn’t told me anything to do today; I guess, it’s not a 
matter of like telling you to do something, but it’s like a matter of making you 
think something, where, as if you hold a cup up and you would think “Yes, 
this is a cup” but, and if you look more closely, you see that maybe it’s not a 
cup, maybe it’s a mug, and I guess it’s not telling you what to do, I guess it’s 
just kinda changing the way you look at life and the way you look at the 
different things in life. 
I guess, it’s telling me that, that I, when I get angry, like I have this 
anger for someone, and I guess it’s telling me well, “You want to keep this 
anger, you don’t want to give in,” but then the real me is saying, “Why should 
I hold a grudge. Why should I be, have my friends be mean to this person, 
I’m a very nice person inside and I should, I should try to work things out—I 
should try to find out what’s going on.” While the learning disability is kinda 
making me think, “I gotta hold a grudge—the grudge is the right thing to do, 
anybody else, everybody else would hold a grudge in this situation,” but the 
real me, the real thing really is that not everybody would hold a grudge. A lot 
of people would try to really figure out what was going on while it wants me 
to hold a grudge—there’s like kinda a little war between the real me and the 
disability that’s saying “Do this, do that” like kinda on the cartoons where 
there’s the devil and there’s the angel and they’re fighting back and forth. 
I would think [my learning disability] wants to say, “Well, I’m the 
learning disability, and I’m going to say that you’re going to have a problem 
with this, and you’re not going to do this by yourself.” And I guess 
sometimes I just want to say, like, “Well, as soon as I find you I’m going to 
pull you out of my ear, and I’m just going to throw you away, and I’m going 
to lock you up, and you’re not coming back, cuz I wanna be able to do things 
independently, I wanna be able to be independent.” I wanna be able to look 
out for myself. 
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When it comes to packing up my room to leave school, and it’s like, 
oh my gosh, over the year I’m kinda like a packrat, I take things in I don’t 
throw them out. There’s always something, some use I have for something, 
whether it’s a broken pen—hey, I could use it as a spit ball tube—but it’s like, 
you don’t need a spitball tube. We only need what we need, and I guess it 
doesn’t want me to throw it out, but I throw it out, and I regret it and I pull it 
out of the trash can and I keep throwing it in and out of the trash can, not 
knowing what to do, and it’s like I don’t know where to, where to start with 
pack, with, organization, and I guess it’s telling me like, “Well, we’re going to 
start here and then we’re going to do one piece here, and then move over to a 
different part.” Rather than if, I guess, if I did it by myself, like I got all my 
shirts and I put them in a suitcase and they’re all folded up neatly, rather than 
getting a shirt, then a pair of pants, then a shirt, then socks, then, a picture, 
rather than if I got all of the shirts and then all of the pants and then all of the 
socks, and I just kinda neatly put them in there, then I think it would be much 
easier than if, how I do it, how my instinct is to go do one little piece of a big 
situation, and then go do another piece of another situation and wait ‘til they 
all combine. 
I guess the learning disability says, “You are not going to take your 
time on this; you are just going to rush through this as fast as you can, and 
you’re going to leave it how it is at the end, and you’re not going to sit there 
and say, ‘Okay I’m going to organize this desk.’” I’m just going to throw it 
all in a suitcase and that’s how it’s going to stay, and I’m going to rely on 
someone else to come help, when rather if it was me, just me, then I guess 
then I’d say well, it’s not their job to pack me up, this is my room—I’ve 
gotten the stuff by myself, I need to do it by myself and if they think they need 
to make little changes that’s okay—but they don’t need to go and pack for me, 
I mean, I think that I like, I want the responsibility for being able to pack for 
myself, but sometimes it’s the judgment of how many socks should I bring, 
what„ bath and, utensils should I bring—should I bring a shaver or am I going 
to get some disposables wherever I’m going, or should I maybe bring some 
shampoo or should I just buy some out there, it’s like—it’s harder to make the 
judgment of what I should bring and what I shouldn’t bring, rather than if my 
parents were there it’s like they just pack me and life is much easier, and I 
guess since they’ve done that so much that I’m just relying on them to pack 
me, and so, I guess, if I start early then I’m going to be able to do things better 
because I’ll have extra time, and like the, like the, I think it’s just the opposite 
of what they say in softball. A ball in the outfield is no good because you’re 
thinking, but actually where, where it’s like you can, if it was organizational 
softball, keep that ball in the outfield and think about what you want to do 
with it. I mean, like so then we threw out into the room, it’s kinda like saying, 
just throw it in there and don’t think about it, but I really want to think about it 
and know how to put it away so that I don’t have to get tons of boxes and I 
don’t which box I’ve put the clothes or which box I put the CD player in but, 
but I wanna know which one and I guess I just don’t take time and I think that, 
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or even if I don’t take time, there’ll still be time for me to find it. I try to find 
the easiest way out. I wanna be lazy, but you know, being lazy is not the 
greatest thing, where I just wanna sit back and just watch TV today, you have 
to go out, you have to exercise, you gotta do a bunch of things that everybody 
else does during the day and sitting back in the chair and watching TV for the 
rest of my life is just not going to work out, and I guess that’s what I wanna 
do, but I know that’s not what I need to do. 
In reflecting on his story, and in particular on his notion of disability, Mark 
offered this: 
I guess, well you’d have to think, first they had to come up with a 
name. They’re actually going to call it the, the chair disease where, when 
you’re sitting in the chair you can’t do your work because it’s harder for you 
to concentrate—I guess they, they watched somebody and they, I think they 
probably did a bunch of tests on someone and on several people and then they 
said well, they’re all learning something and so they say, the first part of it 
being learning, and since it’s harder for them, a learning disorder, or learning 
disabled or learning problem, and so, I think that they named us learning 
disabled and I think they did that because they thought it would be better that 
we have a title so that, that it does come to work and a teacher hears it in 
public school and they say everybody in this class is going fine, but you are 
not doing really well. And you say, well, why do you think that might be? 
But you could say, well I am learning, I have a learning difference, and it’s 
harder for me to learn, but I’m not, but then you have to also add in there I’m 
not going to use it as an excuse, because there’s no reason you should use a 
disability as an excuse for you, that you should maybe say, but I guess that 
maybe since I have a learning difference that it takes me a little bit longer to 
process the work. And so, they had to come up with something where you 
could explain to a teacher if you were in a situation they’re asking why that 
you were slacking and everybody else were getting, they were moving, they 
were going along, but, I have a learning difference and it’s harder for me to 
learn and, and even to learn in that way and it might take me longer if I have 
to learn in that way. But I think, because of it saying, “Well, it might take me 
longer to learn in that way,” it doesn’t mean well, “We’re the parents, we’re 
not the ones saying you can learn it that way faster or you could learn it a 
different way.” I think you have to learn it the way they’re teaching it all over 
America and all over the world, because there’s not going to be the cash 
register and then the LD cash register—please type in here on the calculator 
so that you get the right amount. And, I mean, it’s all one thing, it might 
break down to a public school, a private school, for, and then there’s a private 
school for learning disabled kids, but it all breaks down into one category— 
and that’s just the world. It’s how it works, and I guess you need to be able to 
function, if you’re learning disabled as if you’re not learning disabled in the 
world, or pretty much you’re not going to survive because there is no learning 
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disabled counter to check out here, if you went to public school and you’re not 
learning disabled come check out here. It’s all one, it’s just one big line, one 
big group of people, you all have to function together, because if you were to 
say, well I’m going to have to explain to every single person that I have NLD 
because I keep yelling at everybody. You can’t do that. You have to be able 
to say, you know it’s just a bunch of people and I’m going to have to try to 
learn it their way, so that I don’t have to leam it my way and then have to 
transfer it and do more learning to leam it their way. Rather than, if you just 
leam it their way, it just saves a lot of time. 
I think that some people might have a harder problem with learning, 
some people might not have as hard of a problem with learning, and then 
there’s those who—they have hard problems, but there’s those subjects where 
they’ll fly right by in them. Where, if you’re really good at math, and even 
though it’s that you, in all subjects you leam, and it’s very hard for you to 
leam, then I think, then maybe unless you’re really good at math you can 
zoom right through it. Like, I remember Shin—he was great at math, and he 
could zoom right through it, but there was the social skills part and stuff that 
he needed to work on. I think that there’s subjects for everybody that you can 
zoom right through, and there’s those subjects that you need to take a little bit 
more time on to be able to understand them better. For everybody—I think 
there’s, there’s, a subject or a hobby or something about that person they 
either know a lot about or they can go right through the subject and they know 
everything about it—well not everything, but they know so much that it’s very 
easy for them. But then there’s those subjects where they’re, well, what’s this 
mean? What’s a pronoun, what’s an adjective, and they’re just like going 
nuts, because they don’t know what it is, but then there’s in that class, some 
are zooming by, but while you’re in math class you zoom right by them. And 
they’re wondering why. 
As Mark talked about the possibility of attending his public school at home, 
his desire, almost desperation to be thought of as “normal” was evident: 
I guess most parents might hear that there are, well actually, I’ll put it 
this way: at Bexley, there’s a lot of people that have learning disabilities. But 
some of them, they just blend right in there. You could say that out of four 
hundred people in the line, and you really probably couldn’t tell who’s 
learning disabled and who’s not. I mean, they blend in with the school at 
Bexley. A lot of my friends are learning disabled and they go to Bexley, and 
they just blend right in like a normal person. They don’t go to, special 
learning center, they might a few times, but they don’t, it’s not obvious, they 
act like everyone else. They go to public school, and I guess, I guess it’s 
because their parents are giving a chance. Let’s say you’re a sophomore, they 
let, for my, situation, I wanted to go to Bexley, they say, “You’re not ready to 
go to Bexley for your junior year.” Well let’s say that I go to Bexley for my 
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senior year, and I’m not ready, well, maybe I should have gone for my junior 
year so we know if I’m not ready so we know if I’m not ready so we can 
come, go somewhere where I would be ready for a senior year, rather than 
let’s test it out on the senior year, because the senior year is the big year, and 
that’s where everything counts, you’re trying to get into colleges, and I mean, 
I wouldn’t experiment on the senior year, but, but if it’s a junior year I’d 
experiment—say hey, maybe let’s try, see how he does and then, for his junior 
year, and if he’s having major problems during the middle of the year see if he 
can get somewhere else, go somewhere else so, where he could learn better or 
be a lot faster, a lot easier, and he could transfer out, but still be enrolled and 
that public school is paying and, for his, him to come to a private school and 
you could say I do go to Bexley, but, but I also go to another school but 
Bexley’s also paying, and I think, I think just, just the, me saying I go to 
Bexley, that just makes me a little bit more happier than having to say “I go to 
Harbert Hill.” Well, what’s Harbert Hill? But you say, “I go to Bexley” they 
go, “Oh, that’s one of those public schools out in, in Ohio, around Ohio,” and 
you can say, “Yeah.” And there’s hundreds of kids and I mean, it’s going to 
be a lot harder to get on a sports team, but I mean, is sports everything? I 
don’t think sports is everything, I think that maybe more education is 
everything because if you don’t have a good education, you’re not going to be 
able to play sports, you’re not going to be able to read the play book, you’re 
not going to be able to do most, I think 90% of the things in life are just 
educational things that you would have needed to go to school for, and the 
other 10% is just sports, something dealing with sports, and you’ve gotta 
think, and I guess, I think parents shouldn’t just say I don’t think you’re 
ready—I think parents should always give their son or daughter a chance at 
what they dream of before saying you’re not ready for it, I don’t think you 
would be able to handle it. And I think, you should never doubt someone 
before seeing how they can do and giving them a chance. 
With me, I wanted to go to Bexley; my parents wouldn’t give me a 
chance. They were, my mom is on the Bexley school board, and I guess she 
thinks that, that she’s, she’s smart—she knows everything about it now, 
because she’s been on it eight years, almost, and but it’s not like that.. 
Everybody learns different, and just because someone’s different doesn’t 
mean they’re going to learn slower, and I wanted a chance to go to Bexley for 
my junior year, and they wouldn’t give me a chance, and I guess I’m going to 
regret it if I go there for my senior year and it’s not working out, because if I 
had that chance for my junior year, you would have known it’s not going to 
work out for his senior year, let’s send him, let’s put him somewhere where he 
can, where it can actually work out. 
I think that, if my parents would just say hey—I want a chance, you’re 
giving me a chance, look at it in my point of view, I think they would actually 
realize that it’s not always as it looks. I think they’re looking at an apple and 
they’re seeing an orange, while I’m looking at an apple and I’m seeing, saying 
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I can make apple juice out of that. I can change the situation into something 
where I could succeed. No matter what the situation is, I’ll make some way. 
I’ll find some way where I could succeed through that situation, and I guess 
my parents just didn’t feel like giving me a chance. 
I guess they, they told me they didn’t feel I was ready for a public 
school, and I guess that was the worse decision that they could have ever 
made was to tell me that I was not ready for something rather than to give me 
a chance at something, and then after seeing that I’m not ready for it because 
of how things are going, then say you know what, now I can say I don’t think 
you’re ready for public school, but they haven’t really seen me in public 
school in a high school situation, so they can’t really say I’m not ready for it, 
because they don’t know what’s coming. 
Sometimes I, I see that a lot with my parents where I see it one way, 
and there’s always something hidden that they think, or there’s something that 
I don’t understand and they know, but really it’s looking at it in my view, try 
to be me, and then you’ll see what it’s like, where it, when you’re, when it’s 
me, I guess, now I can kinda understand how to explain to somebody. Where 
it’s me and I wanna chance at something so I should think, I think I should be 
fairly treated, or hear, “Mark, we’re going to give you this chance. We’re 
going to see how you can do at a public school, and if it’s not working out, 
then you know what? We’re going have to say, ‘We’re going to have to go up 
a step, we’re going to have to send you somewhere where you can get the 
proper help that you need.’” But to tell someone you’re not, you’re not good 
enough to go there yet, telling somebody that is just going to ruin them 
inside—all that, that stuff and their self-esteem they had built up saying I can 
do it, I’m able to do it, like the little engine that said he could—yes I can, yes I 
can. All that inside, and saying, you know, you’re just not good enough to go 
to a public school yet. Right there it just crumbles and it’s like you take the 
wheels off the track and the engine just falls back to the bottom. 
I’m not going to go down and say, “I don’t understand, I’m giving up.” 
Because I think giving up is the worse thing you can do. I was talking about it 
a few days ago with somebody about how they, they said, “We need to win a 
game.” They thought that meant by defeating the other team, but you can be 
down by 100, but as long as you’re not shrugging your shoulders, as long as 
you’re not saying I’m not going to try, as long as you’re trying, as long as you 
stay happy, as long as you say to yourself, “I’m having fun, it’s just a game,” 
they can beat you by a million, and you still won inside. And I guess, pretty 
much it’s like that at school, I wanted to win—I wanted to, I didn’t want to 
stop trying, I keep trying to this day to try to go to Bexley. I guess, I never 
shrugged my shoulders, I never say I can’t do it, I never stop trying, and that 
to me is that I am actually winning. Whether or not you, how much you 
actually lose behind, you still win inside. It’s not whether you, you’re the 
champion, it’s, are you happy inside? Do you feel that you have won inside? 
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As in, the Pacers may have lost the NBA playoff, but they didn’t really lose. 
As long as they had the time of their lives trying to win, totally win, and be 
the NBA champions, even though they lost they still won, because they did 
their best—they didn’t stop trying. And there will be three seconds left and 
they might be down by five and they know there’s, there’s not enough time to, 
to, get enough baskets to get in the lead, but you know what? They kept 
trying—they said, you know what? There might be, a miracle could happen. 
And then, it’s like, in Judaism they say, when Noah was on the Ark, they sent 
the bird out and it came back with the leaf. And I guess a miracle can happen, 
something could happen—and you know what? I could just fly by in a 
second. You never know what’s going to happen until it happens, so why 
judge somebody and say, “I’m not going to give you the chance, because it 
hasn’t happened yet, so why would it happen?” 
I’d say I have a few opinions. And my first opinion is because they’re 
learning disabled that doesn’t mean they can’t have a chance. It doesn’t mean 
they’re different from others—they can still succeed, because I’ve seen people 
who were learning disabled succeed with people who are not learning 
disabled, so a chance is always required, and I would say that if I was the 
President, I would make a law to parents that you must give your child a 
chance so that they can actually feel what it’s like. Because you can’t say 
you’re part of this other world, and so that everybody needs a chance. You 
never say you’re not good enough to somebody. I’d say that being learning 
disabled, a lot people still say you’re not good enough. They, and I guess that 
hurts your self-esteem a lot, but when you’re learning disabled, I guess it’s 
harder for you to bring your self-esteem back up, it’s much harder, you get, 
when someone takes your self-esteem all the way down, you feel that you’re, I 
guess, you feel that you’re, you’re depressed a lot now, and you shrug your 
shoulders. Well, I don’t care—let them throw my stuff out the window—you 
just have this attitude where I don’t care anymore. You should always care, 
you should always try, no matter what anybody says, I get a lot of lines from 
movies, and I like them, because they mean a lot, and so, from the movie 
Superstar, you are, are your own star; you are your own angel, so pretty much 
saying never shrug your shoulders, if you want to do it, you can do it. And 
also with Nike, just do it. Don’t think that you can’t do it, just do it because 
you’re able to. Everybody’s able to do it—but it’s a matter of willpower, and 
I will say that learning disabled kids, I guess they get criticized a lot by, 
fellow peers and fellow family members, and especially by parents, because 
parents are just a little afraid to give them a chance to go, to go into a big 
situation and see how they can deal with it—they don’t want to give them the 
chance, and so I guess, unless you give a learning disabled person, or unless 
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you give anybody that chance, they’re never going to succeed, because they 
don’t know what succeeding is until, until they have finally been in that 
situation. 
The hardest thing I think [for someone taking my place for the day] 
would be to know that there are other peers around you that really don’t like 
you, and they feel that they are better than you because maybe they’re not 
learning disabled, or maybe they’re not, they don’t have ADHD. I guess, I 
guess the hardest part would probably be trying to be trying to survive—not 
really knowing what it’s like going in on being learning disabled, but once 
you’re already, you’ve already seen it for a day, the second day it’s much 
easier, and so it’s, the second day you’re a little, doing a little better at it, the 
third day you’re doing much better at it, the forth day and just keep rising. 
You just keep rising at how well you’re doing at that certain thing, and you 
just keep rising as it goes along, because by time it’s an instinct in you. 
[If I could change one thing about myself] I would change the fact 
that, that I have a learning, that—actually I would like to keep the learning 
disability. But what I would like to change is how I was able to cope with it 
in my earlier years, and how my decisions earlier in, maybe the year before 
have affected how my life is going now, and I guess, I would like to change, I 
wish there was like that where you could just kind of take part of your 
forehead off and like hit rewind and you go back four days and you hit play 
and record and you could re-do that day because you knew that it was wrong 
and you would like to change it to make it the right way. 
I guess if you had a learning disability and then you could overcome it, 
then, if you can overcome a learning disability, you can overcome almost 
everything. You feel so high and mighty inside yourself that “I had a learning 
disability and I don’t have one now, because I was able to cope with it.” It’s 
there, but it’s not really there. 
What it’s like to be me is sometimes, I guess with all learning disabled 
kids, there’s a story they have, cuz they wanna have some attention, they 
wanna have a lot of attention, and there’s a story they have, and they, they 
wanna go by that story, because they feel better when there’s somebody else. 
The real thing is being myself—I like being myself more than being anybody 
else. 
And, I guess, I guess now that I know I have the NLD that back then, I 
guess, it didn’t affect me as much because when I was little in pre-school 
everybody was pretty much acting the same, but I was just acting a little 
worse. 
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4.3 Summary 
Examination of Mark’s story reveals the otherness with which he 
regards the concept of disability. For Mark, there is a clear sense that he 
rejects the notion of disability to whatever extent seems possible to him. He 
talks about how he found it very difficult to accept the idea that he was 
learning disabled when the diagnosis was first presented to him. He describes 
his attempts to ignore or otherwise mask his disability. Most tellingly, Mark 
describes in detail the process that others must have gone through to “come up 
with a name” for learning disabilities, suggesting that the distinctions drawn 
among students are somewhat arbitrary. 
At times, Mark’s narrative suggests that he has accepted the notion of 
disability and perhaps even claimed it as descriptive of himself. During the 
central section of the profile, Mark repeatedly makes reference to the social 
difficulties that he has experienced and seems to claim the status of disabled 
in doing so. He attributes these difficulties to his disability, while at the same 
time being careful to note that he does not use this claim to disability as an 
excuse. 
In the end, Mark seems to have accepted the notion of disability 
tentatively, having had little other choice. When asked how he would react to 
the news that he did not, in fact, have a disability, Mark is at first at a loss to 
explain his life without the concept. He wonders aloud why he has had the 
difficulties that he has if a learning disability is no longer available to explain 
them. Nevertheless, he maintains some distance from the concept and makes 
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an extraordinary effort to separate “disability” from his sense of self. It is this 
distancing from disability that most aptly characterizes Mark’s story—that 
severs Mark’s story into two distinguishable parts: Mark before disability; 
and Mark struggling with disability. 
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CHAPTER 5 
DISABILITY AS PERSONAL FAILING 
5.1 Introduction 
This chapter will develop two portraits of the student-participant, Mark, 
constructed from interviews with his custodial parents, Susan Keady (Mark’s 
biological mother) and Curt (his stepfather). In analyzing the interviews from which 
these portraits were constructed, I focused on each participant’s construction of the 
notion of disability as it emerged during the interview process. Again, as with Mark’s 
profile, the portraits were constructed from the raw data of the interviews completed 
following Seidman’s (1998) model. 
In some respects, the portraits developed here share basic assumptions about 
the nature of learning disabilities and are presented together to highlight those 
common assumptions. Most evident in these portraits is the assumption by both 
participants that Mark was not and is not a “normal” child. Both portraits make 
evident that, however defined, Mark falls outside what the participants and others 
view as normal. 
Further, both portraits suggest that the locus of disability is within the 
individual, an assumption that is common in most mainstream literature on learning 
disabilities (Carrier, 1987; Murphy, 1992). That is, both portraits construct the notion 
of disability as a condition that is either present or not and can be understood to exist 
as part of an individual—perhaps even as a physiological (neurological) fact. 
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Probably the most striking similarity between these two portraits is the extent 
to which they show Mark as primarily defined by what the participants would identify 
as his learning disability. Both portraits focus almost entirely on Mark’s “problem” 
or on Mark as a problem. 
In other respects, there are clear differences between the assumptions made by 
participants in these portraits. In Curt’s case, it is clear that he sees disability as a 
personal failing on Mark’s part—perhaps partly explained or excused by “some birth 
defects there...that’s what we’re told by medical people that seem to understand 
this.” That notwithstanding, Curt describes Mark’s difficulties in the world as 
primarily “just this incestuous laziness.” While Curt is perhaps willing to suggest that 
environmental factors have contributed to what he identifies in Mark as character 
flaws, the onus remains (in Curt’s mind) on Mark to find the will to remedy the 
situation. He repeatedly suggested that “Mark makes difficulties for himself.” 
Interestingly, several times during our interviews, Curt made comments about 
his own “right brain lapse,” seemingly to suggest that he was less sentimentally 
inclined than most people. Although this was obviously a figure of speech that Curt 
invested with no particular literal meaning, it was interesting that he used this manner 
of explaining or excusing his own personal characteristics. 
Susan Keady, Mark’s mother, presents a portrait of Mark that similarly locates 
the disability within Mark but seems personally to take on a great deal of the 
responsibility for the continued existence of that disability or what she sees as Mark’s 
difficulty coping with that disability. Throughout the interviews, Susan reiterated the 
refrain, “If I would have known that earlier, I would have been able to be more 
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helpful with him.” There is a clear sense in Susan’s portrait of Mark that 
circumstances—clearly beyond Mark’s control and perhaps beyond Susan’s control- 
exacerbated his disability. 
The dynamic interaction of assumptions that becomes evident between these 
portraits and Mark’s self-portrait allows us to begin to construct a second layer to 
Mark’s social world. Once past the somewhat arresting bluntness of Curt’s manner, 
the similarities between his portrait of Mark and Mark’s self-portrait are remarkable. 
In many cases, similar assumptions if not similar language about disability seem to 
underlie the two narratives. Similarly, many of the assumptions that appear to 
support Susan’s construction of disability can be seen in Mark’s self-portrait as well. 
5.2 Curt’s Portrait of Mark 
Curt is a real estate developer in a large Midwestern city. I met with Curt in 
his downtown office. There are symbols of his success throughout his large office— 
pictures of city landscapes that he has revitalized or developed. The office is 
perfectly kept; there is not a thing out of place. On the walls are large pictures of his 
children—two of whom now work with Curt. Interestingly, in most of the 
photographs, the children are pictured engaged in sports, but Mark’s picture is a 
simple portrait of Mark looking very serious, perhaps even sad. 
Throughout our interviews, Curt’s secretary repeatedly interrupted to give 
Curt telephone messages. Curt conducts his business almost entirely on the telephone 
or in person; except for his electronic stock ticker, he noted that he does not use a 
personal computer and doesn’t have one in the office. 
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Curt began by describing his earliest memories of Mark: 
It would have been a month or so before Mark’s third birthday. 
He was living in New York with his mom, and I started spending time 
with him then. He was highly active, highly agitated, you could use 
the term hyperactive the way laymen used the term hyperactive, not 
understanding the medical meaning of hyperactive. He did not take no 
for an answer very well; if left to his own devices he could take a 
crayon and mark an entire hallway of the 19th floor of the building that 
she owned. If he was out in public and you told him to stop 
something, he’d have a fit. A smart guy would have gone back to 
Ohio and left his mom in New York. 
[I stayed] I guess, because I think I can fix anything. It’s just 
my nature. And I probably, as crazy as this sounds, have had a 
hundred young people that I have mentored over the years, including 
today: I spent a workout lunch with my troubled 18-year-old niece. 
We probably employ here a dozen young people that I have counseled 
over the years that are now productive employees. So, its just my 
nature, and I kind of think I’ve worked hard with Mark, but the older 
he got—and I guess on the other hand if I could have spent a hundred 
percent of my time with Mark and forgotten the rest of my life, I still 
would have the feeling—that he could be more equipped for life than 
he is today, but that’s unrealistic both in terms of what my 
commitments are to the rest of the world at large and my family, and 
how I choose to spend my time. But I think he’s made certain 
progress. 
He always had trouble getting along with anybody. I don’t 
mean some people—I mean everybody. If he didn’t get his way, he 
was difficult. If you gave him a hundred percent of his wish list, he 
was just fine. So if he was in a daycare situation, he would be at it 
with some child, or say “no” to some teacher, or eventually be 
disrespectful. I recall in first grade, at the Maryland Avenue School,. 
we knew the teacher pretty well, and one day she calls and said we 
need to talk about Mark. We said, “Well, is he having some 
problems?” She says, “It’s not that he is having problems, the entire 
class is having problems, and it’s because of Mark. I can’t teach.” 
And that’s really when we got Mark on medication—they never got 
into the medication stuff, they never believed in it previous to Mark at 
the CM AC—the Montessori program that he went to. That’s when we 
got intervention for Mark, as related to those kind of things. I 
remember early on when he was being tested; originally, we thought 
we’d send him to a private school, so we had him tested, and the 
private school said, “No way, he’s not capable of doing normal work, 
and we suggest you send him for this battery of psychological tests.” 
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We went in to see the people, he was six, and they were white in the 
face—they hadn’t tested anybody quite like Mark, and suggested that 
we not keep any guns around the house. This was a six year old— 
don’t keep any guns around the house. His responses to most 
everything were violent. We hadn’t seen very much of that in Mark, 
and you know him at this point better than I do, he doesn’t seem to be 
a violent kid. 
The importance that Curt attaches here to the reactions of those who 
tested and diagnosed Mark early in his educational life is significant to his 
construction of “disability” or “the problem” that he sees with Mark. 
(Throughout this section, I have used scarce quotes around the term disability 
to indicate that it is somewhat inappropriate to use the term disability as the 
label for the construct under examination in Curt’s portrait of Mark, because 
as he would later state more directly, Curt simply rejects the notion of 
disability in any way that relates to common uses of that term.) What is 
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significant, for Curt, was others’ confirmation of the extraordinariness of 
Mark’s behavior. Reiterating that professionals working with Mark were 
“white in the face” is a way for Curt to highlight the degree to which Mark 
was unlike other children. The same sentiment is evidenced by the fact that 
Mark’s teachers had “never believed in medication previous to Mark.” The 
problem then, as constructed by Curt, has most to do with how different Mark 
was from other kids. In some respects, this notion of the problem (or 
disability) as a difference in degree rather than a difference in kind resonates 
with Mark’s suggestion that: “in preschool everybody was pretty much acting 
the same, but I was just acting a little worse.” Curt continued: 
Mark would draw guns, and he would draw knives, and he 
would talk about things that were completely out of context that a six 
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year old ought to be talking about or a six year-old’s responses. All 
they saw was violence and they obviously saw a fledging sociopath. 
I’m a skeptic about all kinds of psychological type of things. Needless 
to say, with the exception of an affinity for impressionist art, I’m fairly 
certain that I have a diminished right brain capacity. I am strictly 
pragmatic, and I don’t believe in most of it. 
Curt’s almost aggressive skepticism about the enterprise of psychology 
and about the idea of learning disabilities as a useful way of understanding 
Mark’s experience were evident from the start. It was clear that Curt saw “the 
problem” as having its locus in Mark, personally—as a flaw in Mark’s 
character. Again, to suggest that he understood that flaw to be a learning 
disability—in any traditional, clinical sense of the term—would be 
misleading. 
So I believe that Mark loves to be analyzed and 
psychoanalyzed and tested and questioned, and I believe he gives you 
answers depending on the mood he’s in—either it is what he wants, 
what you want to hear him say, or shock. And so I have no idea. 
There’s clearly, he’s always had a thing about guns; he’s always had a 
thing about knives; he’s never hurt anybody—he’s a chicken. But that 
doesn’t mean that psychologically he won’t someday blow someone’s 
brains out or his. I have no idea. It’s not something I see in him. I see 
constant anger, so maybe the way the anger manifested itself as a six 
year old was guns and knives, which he thought were tools of anger. 
But I never gave it much credence. 
First of all, he spent time in New York, where in fact you see 
everything, and he watched TV. Again, one of the failures of a parent 
is when you have a child that you need to be away from some of the 
time, TV is one of the ways. Different than my daughter, who as a 
third grader sat down at night during dinner and she eats her pasta at 
this Italian restaurant in a minute and thirty seconds, an entire adult 
portion, and then finished reading a sixty page book in the forty-five 
minutes we were sitting there. Mark as a third grader—if you gave 
him a book he’d color in it or rip pages out and make paper airplanes, 
because reading was not exactly his strong suit. Certainly not reading 
for comprehension; he’s a pretty good reader now, and I think he 
retains what he reads, but back then that was not the question. So 
there’d be television. Unfortunately, when he was with his dad in New 
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York, which was more often then than it came to be as a teenager, his 
dad would take him to R-rated movies; they’d take him to violent 
movies, no matter how many times we told him not to. His father is 
very liberal; he’s in the news media. I’m sure he’s near suicidal 
because Bush is going to win today or Gore is going to have a 
concession speech at 9:00, that the liberalism in him just allowed Mark 
to do that. I know his daughters were eight and five and watch all 
kinds of things that we don’t allow ours to watch. And so it’s just a 
difference—you know, there’s nothing you can do. I can’t be with 
Mark and his father during his father’s visits, and when we were first 
bringing Susan to Ohio with Mark, Mark was traveling back and forth 
to New York on weekends often. And spent a lot of time doing those 
things, so I think he watched too much TV, he saw too much violence 
on TV, they took him to R-rated movies, parental discretion stuff— 
their discretion was, “I’ll take him.” With us, if we were going to take 
Mark to a movie when he was that age, we’d take him to a Disney 
movie, and with them they didn’t want to sacrifice their time for a 
Disney movie, so they’d take him to see a Bruce Willis in whatever 
those movies were. Where Rambo spends an hour and thirty-eight 
minutes out of an hour and fifty-eight minute movie carrying an Uzi 
over his shoulder, shooting people. So that’s part of it. 
Much if not all of the literature about Nonverbal Learning Disability suggests 
that novel situations or transitions between social situations are very difficult for 
students described this way (Rourke, 1989, 1990, 1992; Thompson, 1997). When 
asked about how the frequent transitions between Ohio and New York affected Mark 
in his earlier years, Curt noted: 
I live here; this is where I make my living; this is where my 
kids live, and I have no interest in being anywhere else. I can take 
New York for about three days at a time. I think that if Mark had 
grown up in New York, he’d be incarcerated by now, personally. So I 
think that it was helpful that he came here. Everybody says that Mark 
has difficulty in transition—that’s a byword of ADHD. I happen not 
to agree with that—I think Mark makes difficulties for himself for 
transitions. At every new port of call for Mark, he wants to see at that 
moment and that day how far he can push that. His dad said to me 
once he thinks the best way to deal with Mark is when he picks him up 
from LaGuardia, the airport, he should take him, put him in the car and 
spank him. And then he’ll be fine. So I think that whenever Mark s 
with anyone new, he wants to see exactly where the hot buttons are 
and how far he can take that person or in any new situation, how far he 
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can take that person. When he’s thrown into a group of new kids he 
wants to see what level it would take to be the leader of those new 
kids, or he’ll use his shock therapy program on them—say things how 
he just got here but he was in the Marine Corps training program for 
three months before he got here, he just throws the crap on the wall 
and sees what sticks, and a lot of times that’s not just the very best 
approach in a transition period. Yes, his transitions are tough, because 
he makes them tough. I’ve not really found that his transitions when 
he comes back to us are very difficult, because we’ve been consistent 
with him his entire life. He knows when he opens up his mouth to me, 
he gets smacked. It’s just as simple as that. So he just doesn’t do it. 
There is a clear sense in Curt’s portrait of Mark, here, that Mark is 
making conscious and often very bad decisions about how to behave, socially. 
This starkly contrasts with Mark’s construct of the personified disability that 
in some sense imposes its will when Mark is faced with decisions. At the 
same time, there are elements of Curt’s construction of disability or refusal to 
construct “the problem’’ as a disability that echo Mark’s desire for self- 
sufficiency and his adamancy in asserting: “I have a learning difference, and 
it’s harder for me to learn, but I’m not, but then you have to also add in there 
I’m not going to use it as an excuse, because there’s no reason you should use 
a disability as an excuse.” Curt continued, by way of example: 
Now, he gets me on the phone, when he’s with his father, 
calling his father every name in the world, and wanting me to 
intervene in that conversation. I say, “Mark how could you talk to him 
that way, because you don’t talk to me that way.” And he says, “Well, 
he’s not you. And he doesn’t treat me with respect.” So Mark’s idea 
of treating him with respect is actually giving him discipline. I don’t 
find the transitions to be the same problem that everybody else does. 
Certainly he’s had transition problems. 
It’s like he pushes every situation to an extreme. If that’s a 
transition problem, how long is the transition? When you come to 
summer camp at Harbert Hill for the first time, it’s a six-week 
program. Is the transition over in three minutes, three days, or three 
weeks, or were you just getting into it and it was time to go home? 
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Everybody has transition problems. I found this particular winter got 
cold way too fast. My joints did not transition well, and actually I’ve 
been a little more tired than I’m used to being. My trainer tells me it’s 
a metabolic thing changing when it gets cold outside, so Mark makes 
transition problems for himself. I think Mark is in more control of his 
destiny than he would let you believe, until he reaches a point of no 
return. 
I asked how Curt thought his view compared to that of others’ who knew 
Mark: 
According to my wife. I’m in the 100th of lOOOths of one 
percent—she’s probably upset that you’re even recording me. She 
believes in all this stuff. She believes in people going for help and 
getting psychologists and psychiatrists and whatever. I know that 
some people need that, and Mark clearly does, but some of the terms 
that Mark uses when he talks to you are clearly regurgitated from what 
somebody has told him, and he has no idea of what that means. 
I was with my niece today—she’s 18—I don’t know if Susan 
told you anything about her—out of no place, the cutest 18 year old 
you’ve seen in your life decided that she’s bulimic and she has 
depression problems and everything else. And everybody in the 
family’s believing that and so I’m once again in the comer over here in 
the briar patch, because it’s like, what I’m seeing with these young 
kids, and Mark’s at the top of this list, is just this incestuous laziness 
where they do not want to work out the things they have to do and 
therefore need help. 
Here it is evident that among the identifying features of “disability” as 
Curt constructs it is a failure of will or a character flaw on Mark’s part. For 
Curt it is as if “disability” begins with a weakness inherent in the individual 
that is then magnified or “exacerbated” by “going for help.” 
And when this whole concept of needing help gets exacerbated 
and grows, there is no end. So it starts with somebody having to do 
their homework for them, because God forbid they should have to put 
on their proverbial thinking cap, which is what they used to use fifty 
years ago when I was supposed to study, and block out all the 
extraneous influences on their lives and in fact come up with an 
answer in a question in a book that the teacher told them they had to 
do. But it’s much easier to say, “Dad, come here a minute.” Once the 
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dad comes here a minute, then within three weeks he’s doing the 
homework. Now, all of the sudden, the child doesn’t have to do 
homework by themselves anymore. So it’s like, it just starts building 
on itself, and everything gets amplified and gets harder to do. So 
getting organized and as we talked about earlier, packing your own 
bags or making your own reservations or your own plans get very 
difficult. 
As support for his construction of “disability” as a personal failure or a 
conscious choice on an individual’s part to tender less effort than is required, 
Curt offers a story of Mark successfully navigating a complex social situation 
and managing considerable organization demands independently: 
It is amazing to me, understanding that I have a right brain 
lapse here, amazing to me how when Mark decides that he wants this 
summer to be involved in a Coast Guard auxiliary program, that he 
calls up the person, finds out from information who is the Coast Guard 
auxiliary, and they give him the name of the man that is handling the 
Coast Guard auxiliary program. He talks to the man’s wife, she tells 
him to call back; he calls back and talks to the man. He has 
conversations with both of them; he sends them twenty dollars; they 
send him a Coast Guard auxiliary book that he has to study. The first 
week down there he will take the test administered by this man, after 
which time he can go and spend one hundred dollars of his own money 
that he’ll have to earn working this summer and buy a Coast Guard 
uniform, and then he can go to one of three different one-week training 
sessions on learning different things about what the Coast Guard 
auxiliary has to do—practicing on some rescues, and doing these kinds 
of things. Now, how does he do all that himself? But he can’t pack 
his bag! And so I’m supposed to believe that he has all these 
overwhelming disabilities, so that’s why I’m a little bit of a doubting 
Thomas. I understand that he’s pretty good in some black and white 
things like that. And the things that are not as well structured yet, he 
has a more difficult time doing it—if you said to him, “Mark, you have 
to throw every single piece of clothing in this room in these two 
boxes,” he could probably do that if the boxes were big enough. But 
the whole concept of the choices and the things overwhelm them. But 
this one he figured out completely. 
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One of the few times when Curt appeared to accept the notion of 
“disability” as somehow beyond Mark’s control was when he offhandedly 
mentioned in an almost capitulatory fashion that: 
Well, obviously there’s some birth defects there, because he 
has some problems, that’s what we’re told by medical people that 
seem to understand this. 
Immediately, however, Curt returned to the theme of environmental 
contributions as “exacerbat[ing]” the problem. In effect, Curt’s construction 
of “disability” is remarkably consistent on this point. In many ways, he 
described the environmental factors (parental influences, for example) that he 
saw as contributing to Mark’s “disability” as additional examples of personal 
weakness. That is, he allowed to some extent that Mark’s early upbringing 
had a deleterious affect on Mark’s development for which perhaps Mark could 
not be held responsible or accountable. At the same time, Curt described this 
environment as the result of personal failures on the part of others (to some 
extent including himself). 
How did it get exacerbated? Maybe in part living with us 
because we’re affluent and he has a little too many life choices, so to 
the extent that that’s spoiled him, yes—but you also need to 
understand that people mismanaged Mark for a long time, starting with 
his father and his grandmother. And anybody that thinks that the way 
to Mark’s heart and mind is just by saying “yes” to every one of his 
preposterous requests. There was a time that Mark while living at 
home would see his Nana, his paternal grandmother who is one of the 
sweetest, nicest ladies, once a week. And every time he saw her, he’d 
come back with another present. He wanted army fatigues—he got 
army fatigues. He wanted play guns—he got play guns. There was no 
end—every time a present. I would say, “Nana—you need to be 
careful that the only reason he’s seeing you is because he knows 
you’re taking him to Toys R Us.” It’s like—it’s not normal. And you 
really can’t just be the person that buys him stuff. Where I have dealt 
with Mark is I learned early on, that if I want him to do something that 
93 
he doesn’t seem to want, I very quickly get his attention, and I say, 
“Mark, here are the choices, you have two and you can make the 
choice. You can go to your room and stay there, or you can come to 
dinner with us here, because that’s what we’re doing. If you go to 
your room, you will stay in your room until we come back, at which 
point we’ll bring you back dinner from there. We’re not going here, 
we’re not going there, we’re not asking Joey to come with us—it’s one 
of two.” Give him two choices. Many times I would give him the two 
choices that were completely preposterous—one would be completely 
preposterous, so he’d get aggravated for one minute, but he’d get it, 
the game was over. It’s discipline. So the guy that has spoiled him 
because of living in our house and being on a boat and a plane, and 
always having the basics on the other hand has other certain 
disciplines as well. Having said that, there are times that you fail with 
that. Margaret, who just walked in will tell you how many Sony 
Discmans we have purchased for Mark. About four. The choices are, 
he always has a story—but the point is, he plays it a lot, and his friends 
take it and people drop it and they break. But if he doesn’t have one, 
he will be making everyone more miserable. He will be getting in 
fights with people, so given a perfectly healthy child, that was here at 
home—he would have gone to work for a week, earned the hundred 
dollars, and bought his own Discman. When he’s there, I’m here. 
What am I going to do? When he has no Discman? On the other 
hand, his movie picture camera was broken last summer—I didn’t give 
him another. He said his roommate broke it because they were using 
for some filming, but that’s not my problem. He hasn’t brought it 
back up. I mean, it’s fine. He understands consistent discipline very 
well—he doesn’t get it everywhere, but he gets it at Harbert Hill. 
He bitches relentlessly that his father’s not letting him grow up 
and trying to control too much, and I’m three times more controlling 
than Mike is with him. So its a [paradox]. Mike literally lets him go 
anywhere. He can leave the house at midnight and go out and get an 
ice cream cone. He goes to sleep at night; he calls in the morning at 
11:30.1 say, “How you’re doing?” He says, “I just got up.” “What 
time did you go to bed?” He says, “I think I fell asleep—I was at the 
computer—about 2:30.” Now, up after midnight with us, never. So 
it’s like, then he gives me this, he goes on and on how his dad’s too 
controlling, he’s not letting go, he’s not letting him do this, and he’s 
not letting him do that, all the things that I don’t let him do. So 
everything with Mark is being right and being in control. It’s not so 
much being in control of Mark, it’s being in control of that 
conversation. 
But he’s so used to not being in control of a conversation with 
me, that it just doesn’t come up. It’s almost laughable. When he calls 
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up with me, and he’s on a roll, yelling and screaming and talking about 
stuff that I just think is inane, I just say, “Mark, this is your phone time 
with me. Do you want to talk about something?” He says something 
nasty and I hang up the phone. I literally hang up the phone. He calls 
back starts again in that tone of voice, and I hang up the phone. About 
the third or fourth time, he calls back. He says, “Okay, lets just talk.” 
I don’t have any idea if I’m handling him right or wrong, and some 
psychologist—you’re going to enter this thesis, or what ever it is, 
dissertation—and someone’s going to say, the kid might have had 
some minor problems genetically, but the stepfather has made him into 
a lunatic. I got no idea! But it’s the only way to do it—I was a father 
at 22. I have no idea if I screwed up my 34 year old or not—I did the 
best I could. He’s working here, he runs half of the business. He’s a 
great kid. I got no idea. The second, the 30 year old, I had, I never 
had any control of that kid—he did whatever he wanted to do. He 
turned out to be a great kid, too. But when you’re young and you have 
these kids you don’t know anything. All of a sudden I got a second 
chance with Mark, I learned a lot from the first ones. I have no idea if 
I’m doing it right. Everything with Mark is control—everything. He 
wants to control the conversation. When he’s in a good mood, and 
he’s on a roll, you cannot get a word in edgewise—he can entertain a 
table or aggravate a table for an hour and a half. He’s like one of those 
big dogs that have no shut-off button and don’t know when to stop 
eating. 
I just recently realized that he’s telling me about [things with 
his dad] because he wants me to help. I think that I’ve just given him 
some help, which is: “Your dad’s like you in a lot of ways, so start 
working with it. Start understanding it. Instead of being aggravated 
about what he doesn’t do, understand that some of the things he 
doesn’t do he’s not capable of just like you might not be capable of. 
Because you forget at the moment you are supposed to do. Or you 
don’t feel up to the organizational effort of getting it done. Maybe 
that’s how your dad is. Maybe he’s just a little over his head right 
now, and you need to help him instead of hurt him. Because when you 
were with him at Thanksgiving, you hurt him.” He understood that 
stuff. Maybe I should have been smart enough to come up with that 
answer last month when it was happening, but at least he’s got it now 
and maybe that can carry forward and be helpful. We’ll see about it 
tonight. I guarantee you he calls his dad during phone time and says, 
“Dad—I figured it out, you and I are a lot alike.” And that’s going to 
be the whole shtick tonight with his dad—they’re a lot alike. That’s 
it—he’ll focus on all of that. Maybe his dad will be happy about 
that—maybe he won’t. He’ll sure be happier than having him 
harangue him all the time. [Referring to a section of Mark’s 
interview.] How would you like to be his dad and find out what’s 
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been wrong with Mark according to Mark his whole life is that one 
morning, when he woke up in the middle of the night and went into his 
dad’s room, he finds his dad’s girlfriend Vicki in the bed where he 
sleeps when he would have nightmares. And he never met Vicki 
before. Now, Susan of course agrees that that would be a terrible 
trauma that somebody could carry with them for the rest of their lives, 
and I’m sitting there saying, “Well, the first thing is, is she cute?” And 
Mark, “Well, who is this?” “Well, Mark, this is Vicki, my girlfriend” 
“Hi Mark” and you get on with life. “Wanna get in bed with us? 
Come on.” He wasn’t smart enough to be that jealous when he was 
five or six. 
Well, it’s either bothering him or [his psychologist] made a big 
deal about it or somebody. The fact that he says, “I remember the 
color of the sheets” makes me think it’s bothering him. I couldn’t tell 
you the color of the sheets I woke up with this morning. This guy 
remembers the color of the sheets. It’s what you make of it, and 
somehow we’ve enabled, he’s enabled, all the psychological stuff he’s 
gone through is all looking for the reasons why he’s the way he is, so 
he gets these catch things that he gets on to, and they make a big deal. 
Well, what’s made an impression on Mark was that there was a 
woman in his father’s bed. Before he even knew what that meant. 
The conviction with which Curt constructed the locus of Mark’s 
“disability” as within Mark—an element or the defining element of Mark’s 
existence—became clear when Curt continued. 
[Mark said to me], “I call her Vicki because of that, instead of 
mom. And I call you dad.” I said, “Well you met me before you were 
three years old, you live with me every day.” And of course, for a 
long time he’d call me dad, and I’d say, “It’s Curt.” He said “Why 
Curt? Dad!” And I’d say, “You don’t behave well enough to call me 
dad. So when you behavior’s well, call me dad. When you’re 
behaving not nice, you call me Curt. I don’t want to be someplace 
where you’re having a tantrum and then you’re yelling ‘Dad’ to me. 
I’ll put a disguise on.” I’m probably damaging the kid—but I have no 
idea. You’ve seen him with me—does he look damaged when he’s 
with me? 
He knows that I will help him no matter what, and with my 
help we’ll result in something positive if he’s willing to help himself. 
What I’ve also said is, “Mark, there’s certain things in life I can’t help 
you with. So when you get in some big fight, or you use some 
implement or a tool or knife or something on somebody eventually, 
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nobody’s going to help you with that. Not me, not anybody. Do not 
think I can fix things that you’ve done. What I can fix is helping you 
not do things when I’m there to talk to you. I can’t undo something 
you’ve done.” Hopefully he’s understanding that. 
We don’t think, we don’t think Mark’s anyone else’s problem. 
We pay your school to work with him and help him, and you accept 
Mark and the money because you think you can. You were real clear 
early on that you didn’t know if you could, because Mark was a little 
too “H” as you put it in the ADHD category, and you wanted him to 
get over that a little bit. 
I said to you earlier what I said to his dad one day, which I’ll 
say again, every day you get up you have to know you have Mark. 
And you have to guide your decisions for yourself and for Mark as if 
you have Mark. His dad’s capable of that sometimes when it helps 
him, so he knew enough to say to me that he can’t take him over 
Christmas vacation because it wouldn’t be an appropriate place for 
Mark, but that’s because it was self-serving for him. He’s got to start 
thinking about what’s self-serving for Mark. Certainly buying a 
9:30pm train ticket on Sunday night after Thanksgiving was not 
helpful to Mark. And Mark knew that. So Mark spent a couple days 
finding out how to get there with a limo. Their families, Mike’s and 
Vicki’s, conclusion was that I spoiled him, and the kid thinks that he’s 
entitled to limos. My story was, you spoil him. First of all, you don’t 
take him yourself, and you don’t make arrangements on time, and that 
then let Mark have this world of possibilities out there, and Mark 
spoils himself when he has a world of possibilities. If you send Mark 
to a mall with $400, he will spend it all. And so will any other kid that 
you have. If you send him with $40, that’s all he’ll spend. 
One of the most interesting moments in the interviews with 
Curt was when he reflected on his own ideas about Mark and about his 
handling of Mark as “nobody else’s problem.” 
So Mark needs to be limited. That was just a simple decision 
for me. I have a, it’ll seem very, very simple, and will seem very 
altruistic to you. But the reality is that very seldom in life, very 
seldom—sometimes—but very seldom is the right thing not obvious. 
It’s just obvious. Unfortunately, I carry that to an extreme. Meaning, 
when I’m done eating, I don’t take the dish and put it in the sink. I 
rinse it and put it in the dishwasher. If there’s a piece of paper on the 
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floor and I walk by I pick it up and throw it in the trash. It is a 
discipline that I’ve gotten over the years, and it just permeates itself 
and you just do the right thing. 
The right thing’s obvious. I can’t tell you how many times I 
work with Mark on the right thing. I can tell you what my biggest 
failure with Mark is to get him to only tell the truth. Imagine his life if 
he only told the truth. 
He tells me the other day that I don’t know what it’s like to be 
him, kids are constantly making fun of him because he’s rich. I said, 
“I don’t remember sitting down with any of your friends and telling 
them you’re rich.” That’s exactly how I answered it. I talk to him 
with some expletives sometimes. I say, “How do you like it?” He 
says, “I don’t.” I said, “You swear all the time. I hear you yelling at 
people in the dorm—yelling at them with swearwords and stuff like 
that—it’s disrespectful.” So it’s like, I say you really have to 
understand for him what’s going on. It’s like he’s got all that turmoil, 
but you know he can understand it and get at it if you get him back in 
focus. So when I talk to him about these things and I explain specific 
things to him, he can get what I’m telling him, and he can get 
something out of what I’m telling him. 
Getting him off the roll is what’s harder, when he starts having 
to be somebody, or lying about something, or telling people he’s rich 
and then saying, “You don’t know what it’s like to be me, because 
everyone’s making fun of me.” I don’t get into that “Mark, I’m sorry 
they’re making fun of you and they shouldn’t and that’s how kids are.” 
I never do that. I say, “What are they making fun of?” “Well, they’re 
making fun of this, because..I say, “Mark, I didn’t tell them that— 
did you tell them you had a plane? Because you don’t have a plane. 
My company has a plane. I own the company, but we got a plane. 
That’s how I come up to see you. Have you ever been on that plane by 
yourself? No. When you have to come home, does the plane come to 
pick you up? No. So it’s not your plane. So your father owns a 
company that has a plane.” 
See he never gets from me what he wants, in terms of the 
answer, when he has these stories. Back to the rich, and then I’ll get to 
the next one. I say, “Mark you tell people about being rich. You tell 
people about boats and cars and going to Florida and house in Seaside, 
and now they make fun of you because you tell them about it? You 
tell them about it because you want to be somebody—that makes you 
different, good different, you think. And now you tell me that they 
tease you about it, and they make fun of you, and I don’t know what 
it’s like to be you? I go to the parents’ thing there [at Harbert Hill 
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School], and unless somebody asks me how I’m getting home or this 
thing or that, nobody knows that I have a plane. If it was you, you 
would be wearing the pilot’s uniform.” 
I think Mark’s getting fixed slowly but surely. I don’t know 
what his capacities are ever going to be. I can tell you for sure that if 
everyone keeps doing stuff for him and lets him off the hook all the 
time, he’ll never be anything. He wants to be something else every 
month. It doesn’t matter what—he just wants to be somebody. You 
could, tomorrow, talk him into some cockamamie deal and you got it, 
if you could have a uniform. Status, power, being somebody. 
“Something I did by myself. I did this by myself. You didn’t do this 
for me, my dad didn’t do it for me, my mom, my school, I did it 
myself. I took the test, I got the uniform.” So, good—what’s that 
mean? “Well, I’ll be in the Coast Guard auxiliary,” he said. I said, 
“What’s that mean? Is that the Coast Guard?” “No, it’s the Coast 
Guard auxiliary.” I said, “You can’t arrest anybody. You can’t do 
anything to anybody unless they want you to.” He said, “Don’t try to 
make it worse for me.” 
He is the most egocentric human being I have ever met in my 
entire life. Everything is about him. Everything I’ve tried to teach 
him is tell the truth, and he’ll tell you this—I’ve told him 100 times in 
serious conversations, never think about yourself. Think about every 
other person first, and everything will work out for you. I’ve told him 
that 100 times. He can’t cope—I said the time to think about yourself 
is when you remember to brush your teeth, you remember to wash 
your face, because if you want to look good, you can’t have pimples. 
The pimples don’t just go away because somebody makes them go 
away, they go away because you care for it. So that’s when you can 
think about you. After that, when you walk into a room, don’t think 
about “I’m Mark and what can I say to capture this room.” Look at the 
kids out there and think about the kids and who’s there and what they 
like and what they’re doing. Think about other people. Think about 
doing things for other people, and things will come back to help you. 
He has no ability to do that right now. He’s just too insecure, 
is what I’m told; everything is just building himself up for the next 
thing. That’s it for him. 
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I mentioned a story that Mark had told me about being unable to recognize the 
feelings of other kids—asked Curt to relate that to what he saw as Mark’s egocentric 
nature: 
There’s no question about that, but I have no idea if he’s 
recognizing that in himself now, or that’s the kind of stuff that they’ve 
psycho-analyzed and explained to him what NLD is, and what all the 
different deals might be Mark’s genetic problems. So there’s no way 
to ever know—you got to say, “Mark, how come you recognize this— 
when did you start recognizing this? Did someone mention this to 
you? When did this come up?” Because it would seem to me that if 
he understands that he can’t tell that. When he starts with me on a 
story that I know is completely untrue, I just say, “Mark, I’m not 
listening to lies.” He says, “It’s not a lie.” I say, “Mark, take a deep 
breath and get a hold of yourself. I am not listening to that story, 
because it didn’t happen.” That’s what I say. On the same token, if 
you put up with those stories, you keep getting more. 
You got 123 kids at that school. And they’re all different. I’ve 
seen enough of them, I would say that my assessment of Mark would 
be that when he’s at his best, he’s in the upper one or two percent 
capacity-wise of the people in that school you’d be willing to spend an 
afternoon with. And when he’s at his worst, he’s in the lower one or 
two percent. 
He’s a very high functioning individual a surprising amount of 
the time. He is not what we sent to you. So something that you’re 
doing there is giving him a chance to excel and do better, and the hope 
is, when he gets out of there after the end of next year, and then gets to 
go to the New York Institute of Technology, or school in Florida, or 
whatever it is, and gets more skills, that he will actually be able to be 
functioning on his own someday. I would hope. But there’s no way to 
know that. And if he’s not, I don’t know what we’re going to do about 
it. Susan asks me about that, and I say, “Why do you want to deal 
with that today? Just keep doing the best you can do.” I say, 
“Unfortunately you’re younger than I am, so you are probably going to 
be around to see it.” 
5.3 Susan’s Portrait of Mark 
When I asked Susan to speak about her earliest memories of Mark, she began 
almost immediately with stories about Mark as different or disabled. Interestingly, 
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Susan remembers Mark beginning to distinguish himself from other children much 
earlier in life than Mark had indicated in our interviews. From the beginning, it was 
clear that Susan thought of the disability as central to her experience with Mark_that 
there was no real way to separate discussion of Mark from discussion of his 
disability. In fact, most of what Susan related during our interviews was a discussion 
of how Mark’s disability affected his life and their life as a family. 
It was also quickly obvious that Susan’s notion of disability shares to a 
considerable degree some of the basic assumptions that appear to underlie Curt’s 
construction of disability. Where she allows those assumptions to lead in terms of her 
developing an understanding of Mark is different. Most obvious, initially, was 
Susan’s understanding of the disability as dependent upon Mark’s difference from a 
perceived norm. Much as Curt’s notion of disability depended in large part upon the 
degree of difference from other children that Mark presented, Susan notes that 
initially she thought of Mark as “normal” because she “had nothing to judge him 
against.” In the end, the overriding characterization of disability as Susan constructs 
it is also one of personal failing; what differentiates Susan’s understanding of this 
construct from Curt’s is that Susan seems to identify the personal failing as hers. 
Mark was a normal baby, he really didn’t show, in my mind, at 
least in my memory any difference from other children until he was 
able to learn to walk, which was about eleven months, and he went 
from walking to climbing and got into everything. And obviously with 
Mark, he was my first child so I had nothing to judge him against, so I 
didn’t really see him as severe as perhaps as others who came into his 
life more sporadically. We used to always have to put the things on so 
he couldn’t get into cabinets, my niece and nephew used to always call 
him “Destructo” because he used to, literally, if he’d see my nephew’s 
little soldiers lined up, Mark would just in one fell swoop knock them 
all over. So, he just became, everyone just kind of knew that that was 
how Mark behaved. 
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It was also clear in listening to Susan that for her it was 
important to hear from some authoritative figure—the preschool teacher for 
example—that Mark had “a problem.” That is, the disability becomes a real, 
objective “thing” in their life as a family when someone outside the family 
describes it for her. 
He was in preschool, the very first time we ever really got a 
sense that Mark ever had any possible problem was our first 
conference with his preschool teacher in New York. He went to a 
synagogue in Manhattan at the age of two and a half two or three 
mornings a week, and in her first report to me and to his dad, she told 
us that Mark was a very “global” child. I asked her what it meant— 
she says that he was definitely not very focused in how he approaches 
things. She says he’ll be the kind of child that just kind of swims 
throughout a room and just deals a little bit with everything—doesn’t 
really focus in on any one thing and can’t stay with it very long. So 
that was really kind of the beginning where we saw he was different. 
As he got into preschool in Ohio when we moved here and when I 
married Curt, he was just, it was just before his fourth birthday—his 
birthday being in November, and he started preschool in late August of 
that year. He was just extremely active and very, you know, 
hyperactive. And getting into a lot of problems with other children. 
He went to a Montessori school that had a very developmental, 
individualized approach to children, meeting them at their needs and 
with their issues. Literally, one teacher was pretty much dedicated to 
Mark and his progress during his two years of preschool and 
kindergarten year there. But he was able to, it was a very structured 
environment for him, so he was really able to get through without, 
miraculously, medication. They did not advocate giving medication 
then. Since Mark, they’ve really changed their views on that. 
Again, as for Curt, the reactions of those working in the school 
were very important for Susan as she constructed her concept of disability. 
He really just had a lot of problems with children, and dealing with 
children and misinterpreting situations, and he had an overriding 
emotion of anger from a very early age that just kind of grew in its 
expression as he got older, and clearly I think that’s because of his 
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level of frustration at just not getting so much of what was going on. 
And when I say not getting, not because he was dumb, but as it was 
described to me when we finally learned that he had what was known 
as a Nonverbal Learning Disability—I think that was in sixth grade— 
he was evaluated by Children’s Hospital, the neuropsychology 
department at Children’s Hospital here. It was described to me in a 
way, at least in the way that I sort of heard the information, it’s kind of 
like these kids are blind to these nonverbal pieces of information, and 
yet those pieces of information really are a huge percentage of what 
allows us to communicate and interpret our world—what’s going on in 
our world. So, messages Mark would come in, and between his 
hyperactivity and impulsivity, and his inability to interpret information 
correctly, he’d be extremely reactive in many, many situations. 
I remember, I think he was probably in seventh grade at the 
time, we went over to an ice cream parlor here in Bexley known as 
Graters. And there were two boys that came in wearing, I think they 
were wearing baseball uniforms. Mark had recently quit the team—no 
longer played on the baseball team. And he was, these kids came in, 
and it was just like they saw Mark, and I think that the expression on 
their face that I read was they were probably just surprised to see 
Mark. They hadn’t seen him in a while, and that was really what was 
going on. I did see, and I’m very good at—I’m the opposite of Mark, I 
really read situations really fast, and really clearly. And that’s what 
was there. Mark saw them, he saw them look at him, and immediately 
you could see his entire body posture change at that moment. He had 
been relaxed and happy, going to get an ice cream cone with Curt and 
with me, and suddenly he just tensed up, you just read all this emotion 
on him. He thought these kids, later on when we talked about it, he 
thought these kids were looking at him in a negative way—that he had 
no longer been on the team, that they were on the team. He just read 
all this stuff that wasn’t there. And he just reacted immediately, and it 
was really clear: I just saw a lot of earlier years at that moment with 
Mark, but that’s kind of what would happen with him in many 
situations at different stages in his life. 
I think that in retrospect, and everything’s always much clearer 
later on, I think that probably for a normal child what Mark went 
through [during my divorce] would have been difficult, not because 
we had a particularly nasty divorce, but because of the age Mark was 
when things happened, and the numbers of transitions that occurred as 
a result of it. Mark’s dad and I separated when Mark was five months 
old, we got back together half a year later for about a year, and 
separated finally when Mark was a little older than two years of age, 
and then we were filing and going through divorce proceedings very 
slowly. Living in New York at the time, Mark was living with me, 
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visiting his dad two or three nights a week, every other weekend, type 
of thing—and those transitions had to be difficult and for a child for, 
looking back. This is a child who had difficulty interpreting everything 
going on around him, so one could only imaging what he had been 
perceiving or misperceiving, you know, then. He then, we moved to 
Ohio when I married Curt; that was just before his fourth birthday. In 
an effort to really meet Mark’s needs, and allow him to have a 
sustaining and full relationship with his father given the distance that 
was involved, we made sure that Mark’s dad, Mike, would come to 
Ohio once a month for a weekend. His mother lived here; he’s from 
here. And once a month we would physically, ourselves, take Mark to 
New York. And so Mark was literally spending every other weekend 
with his father from the age of almost four until he was six. 
On one hand, it was great, because his dad could develop a 
relationship with Mark, even though it wasn’t a day to day on-going 
relationship, he was able to retain a really close relationship. On the 
other hand, Mark was going through so many transitions from one 
family to another, and frankly from different personalities and 
different structures to another. In the beginning, Mike was single, and 
then Vicki, his wife, now-wife, came into his life, was his girlfriend. 
And so that whole situation evolved and Mark had his own reactions to 
that. Here he had a greater amount of stability and structure, and as I 
had mentioned, we were through the years going through, I was 
working with a lot of psychologists and social workers and getting 
direction in terms of how to deal with Mark, and the best direction that 
I had and the way that we ended up really working with Mark, was 
looking at Mark in terms of just needing to have limits and structure 
and giving him sort of a corral, so to speak. That’s how it was 
described to me. And that when Mark would do better, we would 
open up the corral, so to speak, when he would have issues and when 
he would have difficulty dealing with his life, then we tried to kind of 
bring the corral back in a little bit. So we really tried to respond to 
Mark and how well he could deal with the freedoms. We felt, and I do 
believe to this day, that the kind of structures that we gave Mark were 
the only ways to really deal with him—and to this day are the only 
way to deal with him. At seventeen and throughout his life, he will 
need to create his own structures that will allow him to be successful 
in whatever he does. So structure is a very, very important part of 
Mark’s needs, and the way early on we had to deal with Mark. 
As long as I could remember, I think Mark had a delayed 
manner of relating to other children. I think that developmentally you 
always see children when they’re really young—they have this parallel 
play, and I think that parallel play with Mark reached far beyond what 
was considered normal in terms of interrelationships, to the point 
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where he was even in sixth, seventh grade, even today sometimes, a 
friend might come over and he doesn’t directly relate with them. He’s 
almost doing one thing, and they’re doing something else. He had a 
really hard time because of, now that we understand, his difficulty 
interpreting situations and gestures toward him. 
Susan frequently made reference to how her understanding of Mark’s 
disability had developed over time. She often noted that it had “been 
described to” her. As the interview progressed it became clear that Susan had 
located Mark’s disability clearly within Mark—somehow as a necessary part 
of him. Comments like “now that we understand” suggest that Susan 
constructs the disability as having always been there, just not always 
recognized by Susan. 
He would just be ostracized so often from kids in his class, and 
I remember when he made the transition from Ohio Montessori and 
began first grade at Maryland school, in our small community here, 
it’s a public school but, we have actually fairly strong special 
education program here. He had his own special ed teacher who really 
remained from first grade through sixth grade as his advocate. Every 
year there would be new players but it would always be me and it 
would always be Debbie Devine, his special ed teacher. We would 
bring in his social worker, we’d bring in his pediatrician regarding his 
medication, and we’d bring in the new teacher each year to help create 
as many successes as we could, and structures and develop strategies 
that would work for Mark as he was evolving and growing up. 
In the very beginning, I remember driving by the school, and 
driving by the playground and seeing the kids out at play, and seeing 
Mark really by himself, and feeling very, very sad for him. Knowing 
that he had these social problems, not knowing really what could be 
done to help it; it was something that we talked about in our strategy 
session with the team, ongoing issues, ways that perhaps the teachers 
could facilitate an understanding of kids in the class to different 
problems and to different disabilities and differences. 
Again, one of the significant distinctions between Susan’s construction 
of disability and Curt’s (and perhaps even Mark’s) is the assignment of 
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responsibility for dealing with the disability. Curt makes it obvious that he 
sees a “problem” and that the problem is Mark’s (and maybe his parents’). 
For Susan, the disability is Mark’s but the responsibility falls to her and to 
others around Mark to “facilitate an understanding” even among other 
children in Mark’s preschool class. To a certain extent, Susan constructs 
disability such that it may mitigate the responsibilities of the disabled: 
We made every attempt, but you can’t force children to 
connect, and Mark often displayed such temper tantrums, and displays 
of just, you know, behaviors that turn children away rather than got 
them closer, that he just always had a really hard time. I think as he 
was getting older and the whole peer thing kind of came into play, 
wanting peers, and peers being so important in a child’s life. I don’t 
know if that happens, I can’t remember if that happens in fourth grade, 
fifth grade, somewhere along the line—as that became a more driving 
factor, Mark’s way of dealing with that was just finding anyway he 
could to get their acceptance, so he became kind of the class clown, 
and he would do whatever he had to get their attention to make them 
laugh sort of laugh at him, so they would kind of be his friend so to 
speak—to the point of where he would really go beyond the limit of 
what would be acceptable behavior. And they would all know what 
the limit was. 
One time in fifth grade, I think it was, he got into the computer, 
got into the teacher’s document, and got into a student’s document, 
something she had prepared for a month, apparently. And they were 
all reading it, and this was all fun—going behind everyone’s back. 
Mark was the ringleader, and then Mark was the one, though, that 
pushed the button and erased everything. So, he just always took 
things a little farther, and found sort of a way to get attention that way. 
We also helped to facilitate Mark’s friendships by trying to 
create an environment in our home, at least, that would attract his 
friends to come here, and gave a lot of opportunities to get his friends 
to come over. So, while they weren’t necessarily coming over because 
they were just dying to be with Mark, it was a place where they all 
could congregate, Mark being one of the kids there, to play basketball, 
to play pool, to watch movies, just do things. We have a whole 
basement filled with gadgets and things, and as Mark got a little older, 
fourth or fifth grade, those were times where a number of kids, when 
peer relationships became much more important to him, we would 
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have those opportunities here. He also had two very dear friends 
where we worked a lot with the parents and with the kids, and just they 
were kind of more knowledgeable than others about Mark, and his 
difficulties, and therefore they were more accepting of him. He had 
known them from an early age, so I guess there was something to the 
depth of the relationships. 
One child he met in first grade, and he was in his first grade 
class, his mother was an art teacher in the school district and certainly 
understood children very well, and helped facilitate the friendship. 
And also the child’s personality was a very, the boy’s name was John 
Unger, and I know he was mentioned by Mark in [his interview]—and 
John was the kind of child that really was a very mild mannered kid, 
so he was a great personality match with Mark, so Mark had the least 
amount of issues with this kid. Another child he played basketball 
with, they both went to Bexley, but the other child didn’t go to 
elementary school with Mark. In a way that was almost better, 
because he didn’t have to experience the day-to-day issues that would 
sometimes occur being a friend on an ongoing basis with Mark. This 
boy’s name is Daniel, through elementary school became a closer 
friend, he was just more, while his personality wasn’t as subdued, he 
was more happy-going and they seemed to have a good relationship: 
Daniel tended to like us and liked to come over and just hang with our 
family. We encouraged that, and he kind of became part of the family 
and even traveled with us a couple of times. 
When Mark went to first grade, he was not on medication, and 
we were dealing with our older daughter who was dying of cancer at 
the time, so we were really spending every day in the hospital. We had 
the advantage of knowing the principal of Mark’s school, her brother 
actually was Curt’s business partner and still is his business partner, 
"and told them to really, that there may be problems with Mark, he’s 
'51 hyperactive and he’s got some issues, and not knowing what this 
environment might do. I guess also it’s interesting looking back, I 
actually had a glimmer of hope at that time that maybe this new 
environment would change things. Maybe Mark would excel, or 
maybe his behavior would change in this environment, I’m not saying, 
there’s just that element of denial, that you’re always hopeful that 
maybe this thing will be different for this child. But still knowing that 
he was hyperactive and warning them, and as I found out later within 
three days the principal and the teacher were calling Mark’s previous 
administrator of the Montessori program to come over there and work 
with the teachers, talk with them, and they never were calling me 
because they worried about bothering me during this difficult time in 
our life. 
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About two weeks into school, having not heard from anybody, 
I did call the principal to see what’s going on, and she said, and I 
remember her direct words were “We’re managing things.’’ I said 
what do you mean you’re managing things. She said, “Well you 
know, we’ve had some things, but we’re managing them.” What kinds 
of things? I kept probing and getting more and more information that 
obviously gave me a better picture of the fact that really the first two 
weeks when I wasn’t here that no news was not good news. And so, 
Mark was apparently so disruptive that his teacher could not, basically, 
teach a classroom of twenty children or eighteen children or whatever 
was in that class. Nothing could happen because this child was just off 
the wall. So immediately I talked to my pediatrician who I was of 
course seeing every day in the hospital, and he got a prescription of 
Ritalin for Mark that day. It was a very low dosage; we increased it 
after a couple of days to what I think at that time was ten milligrams. 
And the teacher literally drove over here the fourth day with a 
congratulatory certificate for Mark to say that he had a great day, so 
obviously change was then going to happen in her classroom, and she 
was able to teach each and all the children in first grade in Maryland 
that year, so that was in 1990. So he really proceeded to at least 
become more focused in the classroom, but his social issues were not 
really assisted. Ritalin helped him with his hyperactivity and his 
concentration, but it did not have any effect really on his ability to 
interpret what was going on with other kids, this problem he was 
continuing to have there. 
I think that if children clearly are hyperactive and need 
medication to allow them to manage themselves within a social 
context, I think it’s the only humane thing to do. To get philosophical 
that “oh this kid shouldn’t be on medication—we should be able to 
manage this behaviorally” is not fair to kids. For some children, if 
they have mild cases, maybe they can be handled behaviorally. But 
this was not the situation with Mark Reagan. He was the most 
classically hyperactive child that anyone would ever meet. There was 
just no question about it. And to have him suffer and fail even more so 
because of deciding “we are not going to give him Ritalin” it just 
wouldn’t be fair to him. I feel very strongly that in the appropriate 
cases Ritalin or whatever medication the child might need so they can 
manage life and not be filled with failure is much better in the long 
run. Even with Ritalin, Mark had issues. And those issues, to this 
day, cause him problems, because of the wounds—literally he has 
wounds—and they’re opened up very, very easily. Even today as a 
seventeen year old, because of so many failures that he s had. I can t 
even imagine if I never put him on Ritalin or any other medication and 
just let him be out there and fail like that. I can’t even imagine what 
kind of child he would be today. He certainly would not be who he is 
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today. Which today, he is a child who literally sees himself—he’s 
fairly happy. And he’s fun-loving, and he’s enthusiastic, and he still 
sees himself in certain ways, as a normal, good person. And that 
certainly wouldn’t be the case if he was never medicated, I don’t think. 
It is interesting to note that Susan comments, “he is a child who 
literally sees himself’ in a particular way—as “fairly happy” and “as a 
normal, good person.” While Susan seemed glad that Mark was able to 
maintain this view of himself in the face of repeated tribulations and failures, 
it became increasingly clear as I talked with Susan that she felt that Mark had 
developed a view of himself that was different than her view and also 
different from what she considered reality. 
He literally used to cry over all kinds of things, just things that 
other children would never get so emotional over, to the point when he 
was twelve—I’m trying to think when he actually stopped—I think it 
was about twelve or so when stopped crying and having regular 
breakdowns or meltdowns that included just literally crying and that 
was regular behavior for him until he was about twelve. Mark really 
responds, and has always responded, to routine—earlier you and I 
talked about why Mark can get up, get dressed, comb his hair, put on 
the clothes, the uniform he needs at school, get himself out the door 
and be where he needs to be, whereas he can’t seem to pack up his 
room, clean up his room, or let’s say pack up his room to go away for 
four days and pack the right things. My answer to you for that is that 
Mark responds extremely well to what becomes a routine in his life. 
When there’s an expectation that you get up, you get dressed, you 
- brush your teeth, you come down to breakfast, or you go to the mess 
hall if you’re at school, that’s the kind of thing you’re going to wear— 
when those things are the expectations and they’re part of his daily 
living, it becomes integrated into what he does, and he’s able to 
execute it really with ease and success. Packing on the other hand, is 
not something that’s a daily activity, and because it isn’t, that’s why it 
doesn’t work. He has to organize for that, he has to think ahead for 
that—it’s not what he does every day. I always felt that with things 
like that he needs a list. He needs to either write his own list or to 
begin with someone needs to help him with a list of these are the steps 
that you need to do. And then they become a process for him. At his 
age now, I think he could write his own list. He can think it through 
and do that. But I think that because it’s more of an executive 
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functioning kind of activity that requires some pre-thought and some 
organization and execution, it’s something that, he requires something 
a little more concrete to be able to successfully manage that. That not 
being part of his routine. We always created a lot of preparation for 
Mark—found that we had a lot of success when we could tell Mark 
what he was about to, what situation he’s about to experience. If 
we’re going out to dinner to some friends’ house, and there are going 
to be six people there and we’re going to be eating dinner and then just 
hanging out, I tell him who’s going to be there, how long we’re going 
to be there and encourage him to take the Gameboy or any activity that 
might make the time easier for him. When he was younger, those kinds 
of preparations were extremely helpful for him. I don’t have to do it 
quite as much anymore because he’s more experienced himself in 
being in a lot of different situations, and he’s just gotten— 
developmental^, he’s grown up. He’s older, and he’s been around 
more, and I find that he’s more at ease with himself in situations 
without having to be prepared. 
One example is just recently he was over at the house and there 
were a lot of people here for Thanksgiving. And no one said to him, 
“Mark, there are these twenty-eight people that you’re going to see. 
Some of them you know, some of them you haven’t seen in a long 
time, and this is who they are” and whatever. Ten years ago I would 
have been going over everything with him. He came in, he was 
outgoing, you could tell he was a little anxious, a little edgy, but like 
anyone—some people get into social situations, go to a party, it’s a 
little more tense for some people than others. You could see that a 
little bit, but he was outgoing, went right up and shook the hand of 
some people he knew, happy to see, kiss people, relatives that he 
hadn’t seen people in a while. Everyone remarked on how well he 
handled the situation, and I attribute a lot of that to the kind of 
repetitive help that he’s getting in his current school at Harbert Hill, 
with the pragmatics classes and just the social situations that are 
literally being taught to him point by point. 
I wish way back when I would have understood that whole 
pragmatics aspect of, and really kind of step-by-step instruction to 
Mark in these non-verbal areas. Not knowing until he was in sixth 
grade that he really, understanding really what this was that he had— 
that he was misinterpreting and not taking in certain cues. I didn’t 
understand that or know that until sixth grade. If I would have known 
that earlier, I would have been able to be more helpful with him as he 
was three to twelve. But, clearly knowing what I know now, I see why 
he had all these problems in elementary school. 
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In explaining again that it was not until Mark was in the sixth grade 
that she understood “what this was that he had” Susan solidifies her 
construction of disability as existing as a condition within Mark—much like 
one might have measles or chicken pox. In this, Susan’s concept of disability 
differs significantly not only from Curt’s notion as I have discussed but also 
from Mark’s concept of disability as a figurative term: “just one of those 
invisible things that kinda hovers around you.” In doing so, Susan has taken a 
step that references the “syndrome of assets and deficits” approach that 
Rourke (1989) and others have featured so prominently; in a very real sense, 
she ascribes to Mark’s disability an objective existence that neither Mark nor 
Curt have valued in their constructions of disability. 
I think that everyone not knowing anything about disabilities— 
Curt, his two sons, who were near adults. I guess when Curt and I got 
married, Jonathan was in college, and David was a junior in high 
school. And now, this is almost 14 years later, so David is 30, and 
Jonathan is married with a baby at 34. They all viewed Mark as a 
spoiled brat who just was wacky—just very spoiled and wild and 
hyperactive. And the most we knew then was that he had Attention 
Deficit Hyperactivity Disorder, and that’s all we knew. I think that 
Curt used to think very much that you just discipline Mark like he 
discipline his two boys, and those techniques weren’t working. But as 
we worked with social workers and as we communicated and learned 
more, I think we all learned how to better deal with Mark. Certainly 
we’ve made mistakes and it was trial and error for some time, but I 
think fairly early on we learned that he really had to have limits and 
that we had to have consequences, that we had to be very consistent, 
and we tried to do all of those things. We are very organized, we’re 
very structured, and we provided that kind of environment for Mark, 
and I think that has been helpful for him. I think that all the transitions 
and the difference between the way we do things and the way his dad 
does things, which would be challenging for a child without 
disabilities, are probably even more difficult for Mark. 
They just—they’re [his father and stepmother] not with Mark 
all of the time. They don’t understand his disability—even as much as 
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I send them reports and talk to his dad a lot about it. I don’t think his 
dad communicates with his wife directly about these details; it’s not 
until the four of us are all talking that Vicki gets really informed, as 
I’ve learned, unfortunately, too late. If I talk to Mike it stops right 
there, for whatever reason. The more people who are informed about 
Mark, and it’s obviously a very time consuming, because the more 
people who are informed, the more they know and understand, the 
better they can be in dealing with Mark. On the other hand, Mark said 
something brilliant in his interview, where he was saying “We live in 
the world. It’s not like you have a learning disability check-counter 
here.” That’s something I learned also, as I was so involved in his 
management of his behavior, management of his academics, 
management of his medication, everything. I realized at some point 
that eventually this child is going to be out in the world, and I cannot 
teach and explain to everyone how he best can be whatever, dealt with 
so he can be more successful. Obviously, that kind of transitioned me, 
and as Mark got older, to the thinking that we have to treat Mark how 
to advocate for himself, because he is going to be his best 
spokesperson, and he has to understand himself as best as he can, 
understand what works for him, situations that he can be more 
successful, and he needs to manage and be in control of that himself. 
And I think that over time, I think that we have definitely moved in 
that direction. 
I do think also that for me it was helpful, frankly, for him to go 
away. Because it’s like—it’s so hard to transition in that way when, 
with all children you have to transition as a parent, because the child 
becomes more and more independent and you have to transition from 
what in the beginning is necessary vigilance over a child to allowing 
them to make their own mistakes, etc.—with a normal child. With 
Mark, because I had to be so overly vigilant, it was difficult to really 
make a transition. For me it was extremely helpful when he, and that 
wasn’t why he went away, though—he ended up going away first for a 
year to a very intense program at a psychiatric hospital, but it was a 
program that had a school there and had dealt with children, whether 
you want to call it nonverbal learning disabilities or Asperger’s, 
there’s a fine line there between those two diagnoses and one is kind 
of a medical diagnosis and the other is more of an educational 
diagnosis. But there are a lot similarities, and I think they’re diagnosed 
for very different reasons. Frankly, I think insurance-wise at hospitals. 
But they’re very similar; they’re kind of on this continuum. 
He went to middle school in a learning disabled middle school 
here in Ohio, and it was the right step I knew, and we decided this 
together. Mark went to a summer program there before his seventh 
grade there, and he really flourished at this program. It was very 
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nurturing, much smaller classes, and it was almost on this more, still 
like an elementary program, even though it was middle school. So we 
all decided that’s where he was going. So he went to middle school 
there, and the headmaster very aptly, and thankfully for him, said that I 
could have Mark stay there, and he would graduate from there, but he 
will not move from where he is now. He started talking to me about 
this Nonverbal Learning Disability, too. He was aware of it—there 
was nowhere in this part of the country where they were doing 
anything of any significance to help in this area. He really suggested 
that I find an intensive program for Mark, and actually, it was through 
him that I found out about the Menniger program in the southern 
school. So it really was before Mark was having such issues that I 
would consider sending him away that I really heard about this 
program. 
Once Mark started having terrible issues that involved a lack of 
judgment and a lack of understanding what someone else is feeling, 
and a lack of understanding of how his actions affect the other person, 
he was so absolutely self-focused on just him, and he just saw the 
world from his own eyes—that was it. Plus he was developmental^ 
behind, and so he had some actions that were terrible situations that 
really required, it was a wake-up call to us that needed definitely 
something so intensive that we were unable and incapable, despite all 
the hard work that proceeded it, incapable of fixing or working on 
here. There was just no resource for us. And so we did send him to 
Menniger, he was there for eleven months. There were certain aspects 
of that program that were not good, but what was good was number 
one they got him on a medication regime that was much more 
appropriate to what he needed, balancing the chemicals within him 
that allowed him to not be hyperactive anymore, and to be less 
impulsive. It was such an intensive program that allowed him to really 
work through and understand step by step, day after day, in fact many 
times a day, all those issues that were part of him. 
The notion that the disability defines Mark, is in effect part and parcel 
of Mark, is absolutely evident here. 
Again, it’s this clear line in the sand, you always have to draw 
that for Mark in everything and it finally got through to him -months 
and months he started to see things that he had done in the past, and 
finally recognizing—feeling terrible about what this must have meant 
to the other person and having never realized that before. He went to a 
point where he wanted to go see someone spiritual, a rabbi, he really 
felt terrible. It was this kind of moment of reckoning and realization 
for him that occurred when he was about fourteen. Then he became so 
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improved that that’s when we really saw it. 
The next step in terms of his education and was that a program, 
a school, not here, but a school that was focused really on nonverbal 
learning disabilities was really the next step for him. That was really 
the most wonderful thing that we did, and he’s progressed significantly 
through the kind of step-by-step, sequential instructive work that he’s 
doing socially, as well as academically. 
Next, Susan gave an example of the sort of progress that Mark had 
made. Her telling of the story was conspicuous in that it paralleled the story 
that Curt had told about Mark contacting the Coast Guard recruiter. Both 
were stories of successful social interactions. Where the stories diverged, of 
course, was in the contradictory points that Curt and Susan were trying to 
make in telling these stories. The tone of Curt’s story had been cynical, and 
Curt had used his story to support his view that Mark was capable of much 
more than he was typically willing to put forth the effort to achieve. The tone 
of Susan’s story was hopeful; she was telling a story of achievement. That 
achievement had been hard-won by Mark and by Susan: 
One thing that’s illustrative of what worked for Mark—Mark, 
we’re of the Jewish faith, and Mark decided, probably just because he 
wanted a party, decided he wanted to go through his Bar Mitzvah. It 
was very interesting—this child that has so many problems—to think 
this child would be able to go through that process, and get up in front 
of all these people and conduct himself in a way that was truly 
amazing. I have the videotape of it, and I’m telling you, people there 
had no idea this child was as troubled and as anxious and as, really, 
different in his communication and language processing areas as he is 
when they saw how he did. And I tell you, the reason he performed 
and succeeded—obviously he had a tutor at home, instead of going to 
Hebrew school—a loving, nurturing, wonderful woman that came to 
the house and worked with him. But then, what I did was I went with 
Mark to a series of Bar Mitzvahs and Bat Mitzvahs with him; we just 
sat down and we watched them. He saw them, and he sort of saw what 
he was going to be doing. He saw it six times, and we then practiced 
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here. We had like, there’s this arc you have to open, and there’s 
certain things you do, and so we took the curtains here, and we 
literally practiced here in our home, and we did it for my parents 
several times. He had all that preparation, and it became a routine to 
him. The second the Bar Mitzvah was over, and he went into the 
social hall and saw some of his friends, they were running around 
wild. You couldn’t even talk to him, and he’s not communicating, and 
he’s just this, but for the moment of doing this Bar Mitzvah, it’s just a 
part of the preparation, the expectation, and the routine of it, for him, 
he was able to do remarkably. 
You can’t always do that, but when they’re really young, you 
take it to a bigger extreme, the younger they are, the more preparation 
you do, the better they are able to then see what they have to do. If I 
would have done it for school, and said “Mark, okay you’re going to 
be in first grade, and you’ve got these twenty kids, and these are their 
names, and this is the teacher, and this is what they’ll do on the first 
week”—I mean, I didn’t know all those things, so I didn’t do all that 
for him, but that would have been helpful, frankly. And as he got 
older, he didn’t need it as much. Here he was fourteen, and his Bar 
Mitzvah—it was just before his fourteenth birthday— 
On one hand there’s two aspects of persevering for Mark—one 
is that when he wants something, he will not let go of it and he will try 
to find another angle in which to get that and get you to say yes. I 
think that trait is a positive trait in life. I think that often people who 
persevere—squeaky wheels get the grease so to speak, and that’s a 
good trait for him. The other, I guess, and I’m trying to remember 
how that related to persevering, the one thing that you and I have 
talked about is that he’s been really rejected time and time and time 
again from a very early age. Frustration has been part of his daily 
experience; he’s been filled with anger because he’s never really been 
perceived the way he wants to be perceived nor has he interpreted 
what’s going on the way it is going on, and so that’s just led to a lot of 
reactive, negative situations for him. 
So after all of that, for him to feel pretty much today, while he 
admits it’s real hard to be him, and life is tough, and certain things go 
on in his head as he’s just trying to do the right thing, he still does see 
himself as essentially a good person. He sees a part of himself inside 
as normal. And he’s, I think, feeling positive about his life in general, 
despite all these problems. Part of that is the messaging to this child 
from a lot of different people—from his family, from his friends, from 
significant others, teachers, etc.—has been positive messages to him, 
and I think that through that he has just held on to a feeling of some 
competency, of some normalcy, of that “I’m a good person.” This is 
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not a kid who’s depressed at all. This is a kid who’s enthusiastic and 
curious, and he’s a lot of fun. Now, at this stage of the game, Mark can 
be so much fun for us to be with when he’s not anxious and hot and 
bothered about some issue that gets into his mind and he can’t seem to 
let go of it. 
5.4 Summary 
Curt and Susan’s portraits of Mark differ in many respects, but share a 
striking common feature: both are portraits of Mark as somehow different 
from the norm, somehow abnormal. While each portrait accounts for this 
abnormality in a different way, the extent to which Curt and Susan have each 
based their individual understanding of Mark on a comparison to an imagined 
norm is remarkable. Beyond their reference to the norm as definitive of 
“learning disability,” these two portraits operate on widely divergent 
assumptions about the world and about the nature of disability. It is the 
differences between these portraits that are most telling here. 
Both Susan and Curt locate the “disability” or the “problem” within 
Mark, Susan at times going so far as to reference the differences in Mark’s 
neurological makeup. Curt, however, rejects the notion of “disability” as it is 
commonly defined (and as used by Susan) as beyond the control of the 
disabled—as a mere and accidental fact of life. This difference in approaches 
to the notion of disability allows Curt and Susan to reach widely disparate 
conclusions about Mark and about how best to parent Mark. 
Susan is inclined to lament the lack of knowledge that she and those in 
the educational community had about learning disabilities when Mark was 
young. Susan assigns considerable responsibility for Mark’s continued 
4 
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difficulties on her failure to recognize his disability early enough and on her 
inability to treat the disability appropriately from the beginning. For Susan, 
Mark’s disability is a fact of life to be reckoned with, accommodated for, and 
treated. 
For Curt, Mark’s “problem” is “incestuous laziness.” While locating 
the “problem” within Mark (even referencing genetics at one point), Curt 
implies, and at times states outright, that poor parenting (by others) is 
primarily responsible for Mark’s continued difficulties, especially socially. If 
Mark and others in his life would be realistic and “do the right thing” which to 
Curt “is obvious.” In Curt’s view, Mark must be controlled, “limited” 
because he had been given too free a reign in his young life. 
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CHAPTER 6 
(DISABILITY) 
6.1 Introduction 
This chapter develops several portraits of Mark at the next level within the 
“solar system” model. The portraits here are portraits drawn by Mark’s teachers and 
form the next level at which the construction of Mark’s disability seemed to take 
place. Aside from Mark’s parents, the teachers at Harbert Hill School are clearly the 
adults with whom Mark has had the greatest level of contact over the last few years. 
In fact, Curt (Mark’s stepfather) noted at one point in his interview that “You know 
him at this point better than I do.” 
In reviewing the interview material from the school personnel as a whole, 
three things were striking. First, it was clear that teachers’ experiences with Mark 
were distinguishable as a class from those of other school personnel: school 
administrators, counselors, and so forth, primarily in terms of the degree to which 
those portraits highlighted or backgrounded the notion of disability. Despite the 
environment in which they work, many of the teachers whom I interviewed appeared 
less focused on constructing disability as a discrete category of experience and less 
invested in developing a construct of disability that was fixed in any way than were 
school administrators as a group. In fact, many of the teachers whose portraits of 
Mark are featured in this section preferred, as Mr. Lovell (Mark’s science teacher) 
suggests, 
to squash that conversation [about learning disabilities] all together— 
those topics. I don’t find that they’re productive at all and I don’t 
think that it’s something that students need to concentrate on. 
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More pointedly, Mr. Narcissy adamantly maintained: 
If I started thinking of kids as ADD, NLD, or ADHD, instead of who 
they are, that would be doing a disservice. The kids are who they are. 
In whatever areas that need to be addressed, I'm going to address them 
as people as individuals, rather than “Mr. NLD.” Because if I was just 
addressing the disability, I might as well go into medicine. Trying to 
find the magic pill, trying to find the cure-all. I'm here to do the whole 
package—social, academic, everything, pragmatic—Mark doesn't just 
display ADD or NLD or whatever the D he is, constantly. He's 
Mark—he's NLD, ADHD Mark, he's a combination of both, so how 
can I just separate his diagnosis from the person he is. 
Even those teachers who appeared superficially to recognize and refer to a 
coherent notion of disability were more inclined to talk about “Mark’s disability” as 
somehow particular to Mark rather than as an instance of NLD. Of the teachers, Mr. 
Pilsudski perhaps formed the most definitive and objective view of disability in 
Mark’s case. Mr. Pilsudski seemed to assume that the disability was something to be 
found within Mark, causing me to recall Curt’s comments about the locus of 
disability. Even Mr. Pilsudski, however, seemed to use the term “disability” as 
synonymous with “difficulties” and limited to specific skills with which Mark had 
demonstrated a problem, rather than as an objective fact of Mark’s existence as a 
whole (as had Curt): 
I think that he knows that he has disabilities, but he doesn’t want to 
accept it. However, when a negative situation comes up, that’s when 
he puts the blame on disabilities. If everything is positive, then there’s 
no disability. As soon as something negative happens, that’s when he 
uses the disability excuse. However as far as an individual, he’s very 
creative, he’s very funny, he’s generally a good-hearted kid—he tries 
and tries and tries in everything he does (emphasis added). 
For teachers, far more so than for school administrators and other school 
personnel, experiences with Mark seemed to be so individualized (and in many ways 
so different from one teacher to the next) that it was not necessary or productive for 
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them to refer to generalizations about disability or NLD in particular in order to 
develop their portraits of Mark. In transcribing and later reading the transcripts of 
these interviews, my initial inclination was to attribute the differences in the portraits 
drawn by these two groups as the result of the different relationships that these groups 
had with Mark. It was clear that teachers had the opportunity (and perhaps found it 
unavoidable) to develop more intimate relationships with Mark than did 
administrators. Certainly, the stories that teachers told tended to contain more vividly 
remembered anecdotes while administrators comments tended to be more global and 
analytical in nature. 
A second, striking aspect of the portraits of Mark constructed from interviews 
with the teachers participating in the study was that the differences between the 
stories of Mark that were told were noteworthy more for their diversity than for their 
similarity, especially considering that all the stories were about the same student. 
This will be evident, I think, in the portraits of Mark that follow. In an attempt to 
highlight the range of thinking on the concept of disability among Mark’s teachers, I 
have arranged the teachers’ portraits of Mark in order of degree of concreteness with 
which disability is treated. 
Lastly, it was interesting to notice that many of the teachers participating in 
the study offered an analogy to explain Mark’s social interactions that echoed the 
comment that the director of education had made about Mark being “a little universe 
of his own.” 
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I begin here with Mr. Lacario’s portrait of Mark—a portrait noteworthy. I 
think, for the degree to which the construct of disability is allowed to disappear into 
the background or is even consciously discounted. 
6.2 Mr. Lacario’s Portrait of Mark 
I’ve been at Harbert Hill, this is my seventeenth year at Harbert 
Hill School, and I’m a teacher, I’m an academic advisor, and also 
reading department head, and I’m involved in the scheduling of 
students in classes. How I’ve come to know Mark Reagan? Actually 
I’ve known him basically since he got here, and I’ve known him in 
quite a few different capacities. I’ve known him from working on the 
dorm floor when I substituted for the residence counselor; I’ve known 
him as he works in the kitchen, his different workings in the kitchen; 
I’ve known him actually sitting at a table with him in the dining hall; 
and also I’ve known him as a student because I’ve had him in the 
vocabulary development class. 
I see him as, academically, if you look at him and compare him 
to other students that we have here, I see him as being above average 
compared to the other students that we have. Socially, he has more 
difficulty than a typical student, but I’d have to say that I’ve seen 
improvement in that area in all the time that he’s been here. When he 
first came here he had a lot more difficulty than he does now, also I 
think it wasn’t as easy to joke with him about certain things as it is 
now. Now that I’ve had him in class and now that I know him-—he 
even made a comment this week, he said, “I hope I have you in class 
next semester, and I could start coughing for you again every morning 
in class.” Because what he does is he has this cough, I don’t know if 
you’re aware of it, but he coughs in class, and his cough is very husky. 
He’s able to joke about it—I think he does it when he gets nervous, 
actually, or he might be doing it for attention sometimes, too—I’m not 
exactly sure. But he was great to have in class. 
As Mr. Lacario continued, it became increasingly evident that in describing 
Mark he often made comparisons with other students whom he had known or who 
then attended the school. What he didn’t do, however, was then use that comparative 
assessment to objectify disability as Curt had noted that Mark’s earliest teachers had 
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done. There was no sense with Mr. Lacario that there was a point at which he saw the 
quantitative comparisons that he was making becoming qualitative judgments about 
the presence or absence of disability. 
When I had him in class, I guess this is a really easy way to 
compare him, because I had him in class with I think five other 
students, and he definitely, without a doubt, had the most to say in the 
class. And he also, and it’s probably partly because he felt 
comfortable in the class because he was able to do well with the 
material—as I said, vocabulary development. There were a couple of 
other students in there who were a little bit lower than him, and he was 
probably up in the higher group—and he was able to answer the 
questions, and he loved doing the homework. He loved just 
participating in the class, and he would go up to the chalkboard, and 
do work on the chalkboard at different times, and generally he did 
quite well. And compared to the others in that class, he really shined. 
I guess shined is the word. 
Next, Mr. Lacario pointed out what I now consider to be one of the 
central insights that can be drawn from this study: Mark constructs himself 
and is constructed in various ways as he goes about his day. There is no 
essential or necessary or core Mark that moves through the world—there are 
several “Marks” that comes into existence within each situation or with each 
person in Mark’s day. Similarly, there is then no objective disability that can 
be said to exist within Mark: 
I observed him in his reading class with Mrs. Adams last year, 
and he was different in that class. Without a doubt, it was not the 
same as the Mark I see in my class. He was more annoying to the 
teacher in that class, and I can see how he could be annoying in a 
class, but I don’t know—I guess part of it is I did well with him. 
Reflecting on Mark’s self-profile, this resonated greatly with Mark’s 
sense that his disability was in some ways the result of what others had said 
about him: “I guess when someone tells you you have a learning disorder 
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and, that you re ADHD and you’re NLD, and, I guess, pretty much you’re 
going to go on and you’re going to think that they’re telling the truth.” Mr. 
Lacario went on to describe the Mark that he knows: 
We got along well, and he really wanted to please me and do 
what I wanted to show me how much he knew, and so the class went 
well. Now I also know, in other situations, I know that he’s had 
difficulties working in the dining hall. Not terrible difficulties, but 
he’s had trouble in there working, and when he first came here I know 
he had a lot of trouble with peer relations and that also seems to have 
improved. His relations with his peers are a lot better. 
Probably he needs to feel comfortable in a situation. A feeling 
that there’s support for him. I’m not positive about that, but I know 
that in my class he felt that he was supported and that I was—it was 
pretty clear that he would be doing alright in the class and there 
wouldn’t be problems in there, regardless. I think in the dining hall, 
because it’s so much bigger, and anything can happen really in the 
dining hall, whereas in my classroom it was pretty much the same 
every day. And actually, we’re using a skill builder, Wordly Wise it’s 
called, and we use the same assignment every seven days or eight 
days, so he could predict it, so I’m sure that he really liked that 
because it was the same, of course new words and more challenges, 
and different stories. We used the words in different stories and so 
forth. He knew the routine, and once he did that, that probably helped 
him. 
He was a little annoying as a classmate. His peers, he 
oftentimes would come in and he would want to talk about whatever 
was on his mind, and sometimes his stories, he’d be willing or if he 
wanted to have his stories go on and on for five minutes. If you didn’t 
stop him he’d probably go on at least that long. When something 
came to his mind, then he wanted to talk about it, and oftentimes he 
would start to talk about it, and I had to make it very clear as a teacher 
that we can’t do that, but his peers—you can tell that it happens in 
other classes, because as soon as he would start to say something his 
peers would right away go, “oh, no—not again” or something like that. 
Now, they did it in a kind way, for the most part, but even if they did it 
in a way that wasn’t necessarily, even if you had to let him know more 
severely, “stop it” he never really took it personally or became upset 
by it. He’d just stop. 
My class was structured—I think he really needs structure. 
Just overall. Well, our school is structured for him. And yet, even 
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though it’s structured, there are still areas where there’s more 
structure, and areas where there’s less structure, and obviously the 
dining hall is less structured, and my classroom with six kids is 
definitely probably the most structured. Because I know he used to 
have trouble on the dorm floor at times, because during the free time 
and after study hall and up until bedtime, I do recall last year there 
were problems. 
The dormitory [can be less structured]—well, not during study 
hall, and not when it’s getting close to going to bed, but in the free 
time—say from 7:30 to about 9:00, the hour and a half when kids can 
be on their floor, but they don’t have to be. There’s less structure I 
think for him, and that probably made it more difficult for him. 
The topic of “structure” is one that would come up again and again in 
teachers’ portraits of Mark—and one of the few instances of fairly unanimous 
agreement about what Mark was like or what he needed to be successful. 
Similarly, the need for Mark to establish a close relationship with his teachers 
and his desire—though often frustrated desire—to develop friendships with 
other students were important elements of Mr. Lacario’s portrait of Mark: 
I had built up a rapport with him before. I would say it was 
harder for [someone who was just getting to know him]. Put 
everything together and I’m sure it would be very difficult to have him 
in class if you were brand new at this school, and you didn’t know him 
at all, it would take a little while to build that rapport. But I think, 
actually, he’s very willing to get to know his teachers—there’s no 
doubt about that. He kind of wants to. He is talkative, and he’s 
accepting of people, and he really wants to let everyone know what’s 
going on with him, and so he’s more thari happy to have someone start 
talking to him and get to know him. 
I don’t think he does have a lot of friends. I think he might 
mistake that having friends for just people who are actually being nicer 
to him here probably than might be in other places or other situations. 
Kids are more tolerant. In the vocabulary class, you know, he was 
very willing to participate in class, actually to the point where 
sometimes he would go overboard in his participation. But he was 
also willing to help his peers. He’d be happy to help them if they 
needed help. 
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I don t think to show off. Because he’s a nice person and I 
think he really wanted to give people help if they needed it. We had a 
couple of girls in there and one of them in particular had a really hard 
time with the class. Actually, I think there were three girls and three 
boys. And he would give her answers, not give her answers so much, 
but help her out when we were trying to do something orally. I will 
say though, since he came here, and he’s been here—this is his second 
year? Third year? He definitely is doing much better in all areas. I 
think part of it is he kind of knows his role here more. He knows 
what’s expected of him, and he might not have known that when he 
first came. So he knows what’s expected, and I think the structure of 
the whole program helps him to know how to behave in situations, and 
I think that really helps him with peers, so kids are nicer to him. I 
don’t know what it was like for him where he was before he came 
here, but it would seem it probably wasn’t that great. If he was in a 
school where it was just a mainstream program, I would think that a lot 
of kids would be irritated with him, so they wouldn’t be nice to him. 
Now, I would think kids are nicer to him, so right away he probably 
figures, “Now they’re my friends.” But I don’t think that he has a 
whole big group of friends. I don’t think he does quite know what it 
takes to be a friend. For the most part, people who are his friends have 
to be forgiving of him often, because I think it’s hard for him to 
always do what is right. He gets really excited, and he’s a great 
person, but I don’t think it’s always that easy to be his friend—to be 
around him for an extended period of time. I know how he is on the 
give and take with other people, you know, if he’s as concerned about 
them as he wants them to be concerned with him, I would guess 
probably not. And yet, it’s hard to know that just in a class. 
He’s been used to being close to his teachers, and friendly with 
his teachers, and all his experiences, that’s probably some of the best 
interactions that he’s had have been with his teachers—in some 
regards. In other words, I’m sure most teachers would be willing to 
listen to him and talk to him about things, where his peers not always 
are willing to do that. More so lately, and I’m talking about a year 
ago. I had him in class last spring, and I think that as time goes on 
here, as he matures and also spends time in the structure of our 
program, and generally learns what it’s all about, slowly but surely all 
this is improving. But I still think he still needs some help in that area, 
and I think teachers are a safe haven for him for the most part. 
They’re people that he can go up to and talk to and basically, we know 
how to ask questions about what’s going on with him and to listen and 
so forth, and not all kids want to be bothered doing that, frankly. 
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The theme of improvement was clearly an important theme within Mr. 
Lacario’s portrait of Mark. Repeatedly, he made reference to the 
improvement or progress that he saw Mark making. Also repeatedly, Mr. 
Lacario (as others) returned to a discussion of Mark’s difficulty in social 
situations and with verbosity. Interestingly, while Mr. Lacario was clearly 
aware of Mark’s diagnosis as NLD and has had considerable experience with 
learning disabled students, he never articulated a connection between the 
diagnosis and this “difficulty” of Mark’s. In fact, not once during our 
interviews together did Mr. Lacario use the term “disability,” even in 
responding to questions that I phrased that way. 
I have seen Mark doing the kind of thing where he will 
comment, and he won’t be able to be quiet, because something is the 
matter with, I don’t know if it’s the medication or whatever. That 
keeps him from being quiet. He just has to do it—he just has to get 
this out, or he has to do this or that, because he has to. In other words, 
it’s not really him, but he just has to do it. A lot of times in class 
where I’d say, “That is it Mark. We need to be quiet now, because 
you’ve monopolized the first five minutes of class, we’ve just started 
to go over something.” What we used to do is we used to read these 
passages; they’d be like a three-page biography of a particular person, 
so one of the one’s we happened to be on was Georgia O’Keefe—so, 
as we’re reading through, the vocabulary words are being used as we 
read this. And when something that he reads rings a bell for him; then 
right away he wants to start talking about it. Despite not caring that 
the other students don’t want to talk about it, or they obviously haven’t 
had the same experience that he’s had, and yet, it doesn’t matter to him 
and he wants to get into it right then and there. We’ve talked about it, 
he and I personally and privately, that you can’t always bring things 
up, and his response is, “Well, I can’t really help that. It’s just 
something that I do.” So I would say to him, “You’re just going to 
have to listen to me or if I put my hand on your shoulder, then I’m 
going to expect that you’re going to stop talking about it. And I don’t 
really care if you just have to—because you can’t take up the whole 
class with your stories.” 
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He generally would be able to do it. But you know, every day 
before he’d leave class, he’d have something to talk about. He’s very 
good at stories and things, and getting, he just has a lot to say. He’s 
interested in a lot of different areas, and a lot of things, and he’s had a 
lot of experiences. So with Georgia O’Keefe he might say—well, for 
instance, as an example, that she was from New Mexico, and so he’s 
been there. “We flew down there, my parents and I” and that sort of 
thing. I know what it was, it probably was Georgia O’Keefe, because 
she actually had a studio in New York City, on Madison Avenue, I 
think it was. So that right away was something he wanted to talk 
about: “Oh yeah, my father has an apartment down there” and that 
kind of thing. And no matter what you talked about, no matter what 
you read, pretty much, he had a story about something. Something 
rang a bell. 
He does exaggerate stories. That is without a doubt. His peers 
are probably better judges of that than I am, although I could tell that 
about some stories, but his peers would get on him for his stories 
quickly. And that’s probably another area why it was hard for him to 
have friends. That’s why teachers wouldn’t always be as rude as his 
peers might be when he’s exaggerating a story. I’m listening, and I’d 
say, “Are you sure?” and right away the kids would be all over him 
when he would start to do stuff like that. 
I can see right away him having difficulty knowing how to 
react in a social situation. He might try to act really self-confident and 
put on a front kind of, and try to get through the situation. He might 
try to act tough, even. I guess I’m not quite sure—it depends on the 
situation, I suppose. And then on the other side of the coin, he might 
be very quiet and not really have anything to say at all. I think it 
would just depend if it was something new to him, like new people. If 
it was brand new people, I could see him maybe being quiet. If it was 
something here, where he knows the people, I think maybe he might 
act a little more tough, or act like he knows what’s going on even 
though he doesn’t, or that he’s confident in the area even though he’s 
isn’t. Whatever it is, I find it very hard to imagine that he would come 
out and say that this is hard and that he doesn’t know what to do. That 
almost would never happen. I don’t think he’s used to doing that. I 
think maybe since he was young, he’s been confused by situations like 
these and he’s learned how to, he’s tried to adapt and he’s tried 
different things, and that’s just the way he gets out of situations. I 
don’t know. He’s not the kind of person, it seems to me, to say, “I 
don’t know what to do right now in this situation, socially.” 
Whatever comes to his mind I would think is what he’d 
probably do. If somebody doesn’t agree with him, right away he 
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speaks up and tells you how he’s feeling. In class, if he doesn’t agree 
with something, he’ll become argumentative. He’ll try to convince, if 
it’s the teacher, he’ll try to convince the teacher to change his or her 
mind. He’ll try to convince peers to change their minds. In other 
words, if he doesn’t agree with something, he gets all over the person's 
case that he doesn’t agree with. He’ll keep talking about it, it’ll be 
hard to get him off the topic—he’ll want to keep talking about it until 
he either feels that in some way he failed to affect a change or until 
you can get him off the topic. It’s hard for him once he gets going on 
something to get off of it. 
He goes to much greater lengths in trying to get things changed 
[than other students do]. There are a lot of times when Mark cannot 
accept a decision, or accept whatever the circumstance is. I don’t 
know exactly why that is. Maybe he’s been able to win people over in 
the past, although I find that hard to believe. It’s very hard for him to 
live with a decision that he doesn’t agree with, and people here I’m 
sure have spent a lot of time with him on convincing him, and I’m 
sure, in his time here, he’s gotten better. 
But it’s hard for him to accept the fact, or he hasn’t so far 
accepted the fact that he’s not going to get things his way. But who 
knows? He might even argue here and get people to change their 
minds. You don’t know, sometimes he might be right, too. It really 
depends on the decision. If it’s something that’s just a minor thing, 
that makes a bigger difference with him. He loves to argue about 
small things just as much as big things, but sometimes it’s easier [for 
teachers] to let the smaller things go with him, and that might also 
have something to do with it, I’m not sure. 
It’s hard for him to admit that he’s done something wrong. He 
sometimes either wants to put the blame someplace else, or say that he 
didn’t understand, or can I try this again? In other words, he can’t 
really just face up all the times that he has done something that’s not 
right, and he doesn’t quickly say, “Gee, I’m sorry.” That kind of 
thing. It’s hard for him. Very difficult for him. 
Let me just back up a minute though and talk about in classes, I 
think the difference in class is that he’s had this situation for the most 
part. In other words, going into a class usually isn’t going to require 
him right away to assess too much of the situation. You know, it’s 
going to be pretty safe for him—he’s going to walk in, he’s going to 
sit down, get out what he needs to do, and he’ll know the structure and 
the routine of the class. So that’s going to make it easier for him. 
Now, the only thing that I could think of probably in a situation in the 
class, is if the teacher is upset. That will make it harder for him. If 
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he’s not aware of that, then he could get himself into trouble that way. 
In just a general social situation here on campus, or someplace off of 
campus, I could easily see that he has trouble in that area. Because he 
doesn’t always read situations correctly. 
Because Mark and both of his parents had made so much of Mark’s 
discussion of normalcy, I asked Mr. Lacario to comment on this: 
I think for him probably being normal doesn’t have that much 
to do with how he acts in social situations. I would think he feels 
normal, he does a lot of things with his parents, they include him a lot, 
he goes to different games, he goes to New York City and he walks 
around, and I’m sure all that makes him feel very normal. He comes 
to a school like our school and everybody is in the same boat, so to 
speak, and I’m sure that helps him to feel very normal. He doesn’t 
have to go out. He’s not pulled out of his classes for anything, because 
he’s in classes that are designed for him. And I think academically he 
feels as though he’s challenged in his classes, and people don’t really 
make him feel as though he’s not normal. I think here people really 
treat him nicely and teachers are supportive; in other words, the 
structure is there to help him. He really can feel normal here because 
he’s mainstreamed within our program. And probably in my class I 
have helped him to feel as though he is normal, just because he was 
good with the material; academically he could handle the material 
without any problem. I held him accountable. I gave him extra work 
to do if I felt he needed to do it, and he always got in the 90s on his 
academic work. I think that probably did help him to feel as though he 
was okay in there. I don’t think he viewed how he acted, how he 
always had to be told to be quiet, as any kind of a difficulty or a 
problem, frankly. I think that that was just, you know, he just kind of 
thought that, you know, in a way it was almost like it was kind of 
funny. He would do it so often that it became something that was a 
little bit rehearsed. And I would just have to look at him, and same as 
with the coughing. I would be looking at him, and he would laugh, 
and it would kind of be a joking thing almost. It wasn’t as though it 
was a problem. So I think in those areas, in my classroom, he did feel 
as though he was normal. And you know the interesting thing is I 
think academically, he probably felt that he was at least normal, when 
you stop to think of the other people in the class that he was with who 
had more difficulty with the vocabulary than he did. 
He’s good at remembering. Good at remembering words and 
definitions, that kind of thing. I’ll tell you one thing that was hard for 
him, and that is following directions. That was an area that was 
difficult for him. And he would need help and sometimes, and I don’t 
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know if that is something that he had learned—a learned behavior for 
him, but he had very little confidence in his ability to follow directions 
on his own—in other words to.read and follow directions. He would 
want things explained to him. Almost to the point where he would 
want them explained before he even really had a chance to try to figure 
it out himself. He did not have much confidence in his ability to read 
and follow directions. When he got stuck on something, and he 
couldn’t figure out the answer, though, he wouldn’t want me to tell 
him the answer right away. He would want to figure it out. In other 
words, he wouldn’t mind telling me he was having trouble, but he 
wouldn’t want me to tell him the answer. Like if we were doing a 
crossword puzzle—every four units would be a crossword puzzle. 
They would have all the words from the four units. Not a lot of words, 
there were probably like 60 or 80 words that he’d have to choose from. 
And they’d also go back, and they’d do some of the back units, and 
those words, of course, weren’t on the list. And if he couldn’t figure 
out what the word was, he would tell me, “I’m having trouble with 
this” but right away if someone would start to tell him the answer, he’d 
say, “No, no, no.” He wouldn’t want you to tell him. He’d want to 
figure it out himself. 
So basically, I would let him do it himself. He was able to 
work fairly quickly on his work. He could work fast; he could 
participate; he generally had his homework done; he would be very 
willing; he would always want to give his answers. Especially on the 
homework—he would always give his answers in the homework. And 
that is one of the areas where the students would start to get irritated 
with him because they also wanted to take their turn in giving the 
answers. It was hard for him to understand that it wasn’t just him there 
giving the answers. But, he felt confident, as I said. 
He definitely wanted to do it because it made him look good I 
think. Sometimes I think he just liked to talk about, he just likes to say 
things—he liked to be on the stage, kind of, doing his thing, to the 
point where he maybe didn’t like to listen to his peers giving the 
answers—he wanted to do it. He typically would feel as though he 
had a better way of doing whatever it was, you know, giving the 
answers, or answering the questions. He felt as though he could 
answer the questions probably better than other people, and that of 
course wasn’t always the case exactly. Yet he was pretty good at what 
he was doing. His work was messy. He has a hard time with his 
writing, but he can usually type. 
He had a difficult time using the vocabulary words correctly in 
sentences. In other words, he had no problem, for the most part, 
remembering the words and their definitions, and matching them up. 
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and coming up with synonyms or antonyms for the words, and actually 
he would argue, to a point, some of the synonyms or antonyms that he 
came up with, because he felt he was right. He’d take them right out 
of the thesaurus, and in the context they wouldn’t be quite right. It 
was hard to get him to understand, but he had a hard time using the 
words, sometimes, correctly in sentences. 
Again, reflecting on Mr. Lacario’s descriptions of the types of 
academic and social difficulty that Mark demonstrated in his classes, it was 
obvious that he had identified the “syndrome of assets and deficits” that 
Rourke (1989) describes as NLD; however, Mr. Lacario seemed almost to go 
to pains not to mention this correlation—not to understand or articulate this 
pattern as a “disability,” focusing instead on how things were “getting better” 
for Mark: 
I see it as just Mark, because that’s the way I see him. I don’t 
know what’s going on inside of him. I think that’s just the way he is, 
and yet I understand that he has, to me it’s like something like an 
obsessive thing, where he feels the need to say something. You know, 
he feels that need? But I only know him, that’s the only way I know 
him—so for me, that’s what he is. That’s Mark—Mark does this. And 
ever since I’ve known, him that’s what he does, so I can’t see it as 
something different. And frankly, I’ve accepted it with him. I think 
we can see it getting better, because I think we already have seen it 
getting better. I think we have already seen it’s gotten better since he 
came here. In other words, we’re not seeing anywhere near the 
problems that we saw when Mark first came here, not socially, not in 
the dining hall, not in the dormitory floor, and not in the classes, and 
by far, in the classroom, where I dealt with him the most, was probably 
the area where he excelled, or at least where he had the fewest 
problems. So it seems to me that, in every one of these areas that 
we’ve discussed, he’s improved. And don’t forget, I only started 
having him in class after he’d been here awhile, so he even has made 
improvements since I knew him, say last April and May, and that’s 
what I’m thinking about mostly that, he improved to that point, and 
now it’s been six months since then and I would almost be willing to 
bet that his classes are even going smoother than they were. 
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Recalling Mark’s desperate wish to return to a public school, I asked 
Mr. Lacario if he thought that Mark had made enough progress to transfer 
schools. 
I think he would have a hard time being successful in a large 
public school. I would think he would have difficulty academically 
and socially. Academically, because I think it would be very hard for 
him in a class of twenty or twenty-five students, very hard for him. I 
think it would be hard for him to have a period go by where he doesn’t 
say something. I think he needs to feel that connection to the teachers; 
I think that frankly helps him a lot to do well, that connection that he 
has. 
[In a public school,] he couldn’t possibly have it, because if he 
did, there would be people furious with him in the class. It would 
affect him socially. I think the teacher wouldn’t be able to deal with it. 
The teacher would never be able to allow him to take up that much of 
his or her time. There would be no way. 
Eventually, what would happen is that they’d have to do 
something about it. There’s no way that in a class of twenty to twenty- 
five students, say twenty-five students, and say he wants to make five 
comments in a period, which is not the least bit unusual for Mark to 
make five comments. He could easily make ten comments in a period. 
You could never have twenty-five students making ten comments in a 
period. That would be 250 comments in a class period. And, granted, 
there are students who don’t care to talk at all, it would become very 
obvious very fast to the students that Mark was different than the rest 
of them, and they would get on him for it, and I think that would really 
hurt him, and make him feel badly. Where, I don’t think here it’s like 
that—I think here he does have the chance to speak and be noticed and 
he likes to be noticed. 
He would have a hard time socially. I think the kids here are 
more forgiving than they are in a public school, and I think they can 
forget what he says sometimes, or just his wanting to be the center of 
attention in classes, that sort of thing, kids can overlook that more 
easily than they could in a public school. I think that kids would be on 
him, and that would just make him have even more difficulty. In other 
words, he feels good, I think, about himself, because he’s doing well 
here in his classes, and he benefits from the structure, and he benefits 
from his rapport with teachers, and in a public school system he 
wouldn’t get that, he wouldn’t have that. 
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I then asked Mr. Lacario about what Mark might do after graduation 
from high school: 
His skills are such, academic skills are such that I’m sure that 
he could go into some kind of a college type program. I don’t know 
exactly what college program, but we have students here who without 
a doubt have more difficulty than Mark academically, and I think that 
given the right program, he could go to a small, appropriate college, 
but I don’t know what his interests are exactly, academically, you 
know in life. 
It would be hard to find a program that would be structured 
enough for him, but what does he have, another year after this? I think 
so, he has another year after this. Just judging that he has made 
progress here, and as he’s matured I think, I’m sure that there would 
be a program that would be out there that he could go to. I think. 
I think he’s a kind person, he’s definitely enthusiastic in 
anything he does, it seems to me. Unless he’s out of it—sometimes 
he’s out of it, like he’s dead to the world, and then you won’t see it— 
but when he’s on, and generally he is, he’s enthusiastic, he’s very 
interested in learning. He likes to learn. He’s not one of these people 
who says, “Do we have to do this today?” He’s always willing to do 
whatever it is you’re doing. He sometimes needs reminders to help 
him refrain from any difficulties that he’s having, or just to keep him 
in check. He’s a hard worker. He cares what people think about him, 
I think, and I think he really tries to get people to like him. And I 
think he goes overboard—I don’t think he knows how to do it. But he 
definitely wants people to like him, and he wants to have friends. He’s 
someone who definitely needs help in situations, whether they’re 
social or academic. He needs people to not necessarily bail him out, at 
least in the classroom, he doesn’t get into that much trouble, but he 
needs help just to sometimes be quiet and to act appropriately. Just 
because otherwise his peers won’t always look kindly on him—they’ll 
have to be more, we’ll be asking his peers to be more understanding 
than they probably should have to be in a class. He’s a great kid and a 
nice person. 
6.3 Mr. Griffin’s Portrait of Mark 
In some ways, Mr. Griffin was in a uniquely qualified position to 
construct a portrait of Mark. Mr. Griffin is the department head in pragmatics 
at Harbert Hill School. At Harbert Hill School the pragmatics department 
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deals specifically with social skills training and even more with nonverbal 
communication. These programs were designed (in large part by Mr. Griffin) 
to address the needs of students who had been identified as NLD. 
I’ve known Mark as a pragmatics teacher; he just recently 
joined the Tree Huggers’ Society [an environmental club at school], so 
I work with him in that, and last autumn I worked with him as the 
Ultimate Frisbee coach. 
Pragmatics is basically teaching non-verbal social cues and 
social skills to students. A lot of students have a difficult time—well 
many students might have a difficult time with some aspect of a social 
skill, whether it’s interruption, whether it’s the recognition of facial 
expressions or body language, not realizing spatial proximity, they 
may have a difficult time with assertiveness or how to handle a 
conflict. Many different facets make up pragmatics as we teach it at 
Harbert Hill. Typically, pragmatics only falls around the non-verbal 
aspect but we also do the social skills aspect, and focus on the non¬ 
verbal aspect. 
Much as Mr. Lacario had, Mr. Griffin seemed to have developed an 
intimate relationship with Mark, one that prevented him from separating Mark 
from his disability in a way that objectified the disability or might tend to 
reduce Mark to a particular instance of NLD. Unlike Mr. Lacario, however, 
Mr. Griffin seemed to presume that there was a disability present but 
nevertheless noted that: 
I see it as all Mark. I see, you’ll see two different behaviors 
from him in two different situations and he will be more successful in 
more situations than others. I view it as Mark, I guess. I never 
thought of a learning disability as separate thing, I view it as his thing 
that he has to work with. I view it just as a piece of Mark. It would 
probably take a lot of work to get him to see that disability as a part of 
him. I’m sure there are good days and bad days for him, but I also 
think that he can be responsible for it, and use it and manipulate it and 
control it, to a certain degree. It’s like there are better times and worse 
times to catch him. A similar thing is some people are good in the 
morning and some not so good in the morning, but I view Mark as a 
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student who is looking for social acceptance, and justification to boost 
his self-esteem. I think he wants to be accepted, he wants to be well- 
liked by peers, well-liked by staff members, well-liked by just about 
everyone, and he’ll do what he can to be successful in that goal. 
It scares me to say he would do whatever it takes, but I don’t 
know the strengths of his boundaries of where he would stop. I think 
with some values he’s pretty solid about not going to do drugs, but I 
think he would go whichever way the crowd wanted him to go, if the 
crowd meant enough to him and there were no other crowds available. 
I think he relishes those things that he can bring out people 
might consider a topic starter, or “Wow, you’re really someone that I 
want to hang out with’’ - those people. He definitely favors any sort of 
social positive ammunition that will draw him more attention. 
It’s not that he’s isolated or alone or lonely, but I do not know 
of any close friendships that he has. He definitely is doing better 
socially than he did last year, but I guess it comes down to how you 
define friendships. If you define it as people you can hang out with in 
the activity center, sure he’s got a few, and probably twice as many as 
he did last year, but if you view a friendship as something that’s going 
to last and something that’s based upon trust and care and concern and 
mutual respect, I don’t think he has many in that regard. But I don’t 
think that he realizes it either, so in that framework, he’s not a huge 
concern to me compared to the student who sits by himself and is 
depressed about it. If he has people he can hang out with and he’s 
happy about it, I think he’s okay with it. 
I think that is one benefit for some students who have that sort 
of disability that Mark has, the deficits that Mark has. He won’t see 
that he’s not being as accepted as he could be accepted. That doesn’t 
hurt him; he’s kind of lucky that way. 
Here, I was struck by the similarity between Mr. Griffin’s comment 
and what Susan (Mark’s mother) had said about being glad that Mark “still 
does see himself as essentially a good person. He sees a part of himself inside 
as normal.” Mr. Griffin’s perspective on this situation differed from Susan’s 
in what seemed to be a more clinical interpretation: he was suggesting that 
Mark’s disability protected Mark in some way from the truth—made him 
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unable to see the truth of his social situation. Susan’s tone had been more of 
amazement or admiration for the resiliency that Mark had shown in the face of 
great adversity. Susan was surprised that Mark was “feeling positive about 
his life in general, despite all these problems.” Mr. Griffin went on to discuss 
the issue of normalcy: 
For Mark, being normal in his mind would be having friends, 
having a significant other, and being able to do his own thing. 
Without someone telling him what to do. I distinguish that between 
having someone telling him what to do because he will think 
sometimes that he’s being oppressed, that the rules are holding him 
back, and that he is normal and that these rules are silly for him and 
that they don’t belong there for him. So his idea of normal is more 
removal of the rules rather than him changing his behavior and his 
actions, in his mind, that is. I don’t think he senses himself as having 
these social deficits when he’s in social situations. It seems like he 
more thinks he has social deficits because someone has told him that 
he trusts that he has these social deficits. I think that if you put him in 
a situation, and said “Did you do anything wrong in this situation?” 
there’s a good chance that he would say “no” even though a “normal” 
person would say “yes” he did do something wrong, he shouldn’t have 
said what he said or shouldn’t have done what he did. 
It sounds like since he’s treated differently, again it sounds like 
he’s not taking responsibility for his behaviors but his behaviors come 
from the way people treat him, not from what he does. I think he has 
yet to see that he is responsible for his behaviors and what he does, 
and the rules come at him because of his behaviors and not the other 
way around like he is suggesting. 
When I asked Mr. Griffin how his knowledge of learning disabilities and his 
understanding of Mark’s profile affected his interactions with Mark, he suggested: 
I’d more so address him as a student that I know. I can’t really 
say that I address him as “okay here’s an NLD student”—I don’t really 
think of the disability but as the student himself, and I realize that 
depending on the situation, let’s say it’s in the dining hall and it’s a 
situation where he’s behaving inappropriately, I would know that I 
would need to remove him from the situation, to remove him from his 
target audience, and break things down very specifically and ask him 
direct yes-no questions—“Did you act appropriately? Did you say 
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this? Did you do this?” Get the facts from him very clearly and for 
him to understand those facts, and then build up the process of “Why 
wasn’t that such a good idea? How do you think the other person felt 
about that? How do you think that person would like to respond to 
that? What could you do differently next time?” And then process 
that with him and give him some brainstorming ideas to help him 
along with that, but he needs to get a grasp of the concrete situation, 
because he hasn’t grasped those facts in that troubling social situation. 
So I would be addressing him in a way that he would 
understand it. Not because he’s NLD or anything like that, because I 
think this is the way that he needs to be communicated with so that he 
can understand the situation and then go back to his peers, if the 
situation called for him. I don’t think I treat him differently than other 
students here because he is NLD, by any means I think I would give 
him the same amount of trust that he would deserve as any other 
student. I think I would give him as much responsibility as any other 
student to his ability to accept it, so no, I don’t think that I’m holding 
him back in any way, and causing his behaviors because he’s NLD. 
I’m treating him the best way I can for what he can handle per 
situation. 
I asked Mr. Griffin about Mark’s handling of novel situations or 
transitions—Curt and Susan had both focused on this aspect of the NLD 
diagnosis: 
I don’t think Mark interprets situations as novel. He does not 
show any sort of shyness going into a situation. I think he has an idea 
in his mind of how to behave in the novel situations. I don’t think he’s 
bashful or withdrawn from them. But, I don’t necessarily think that he 
knows how to best handle himself. Whether it’s the NLD aspect of it 
or the impulsivity aspect of it, I couldn’t say. I think it’s going to be a 
bigger challenge when there’s an extreme situation that would call for 
his recall of old material. I think he’d get by day to day in the average 
world and an average life, doing okay. Because there’s some sort of 
structure typically in every situation and that he’d probably be okay 
with that. 
Interestingly, when I asked Mr. Griffin how he thought Mark might manage in 
the “day to day...average world” of public school, Mr. Griffin was very 
apprehensive: 
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I don’t think he’d be very successful at all. I think he needs the 
structure, he needs the small classes, he needs someone there making 
sure he is to class on time and someone that was going to track him 
down if he was not, because if he had the opportunity to sit between 
classes and try to schmooze with the females, he would most likely do 
that. 
He might, with a lot of discipline, be able to focus his day, and 
say, “Okay, I need to be in school from the beginning to the end.” And 
like I said previously, when he’s in the classroom, he typically does 
okay. But in a large public school setting with a lot of people in the 
hallways, and a lot of people that he would want to impress he would 
have a difficult time, and that could lead into some difficulties with 
him getting through his day. Homework-wise, I don’t know how he 
would adjust with that. I don’t know his parents, his family situation 
that well that I could say that his parents would make him sit down and 
do his homework or not. I don’t know what his home setting is like 
and how much flexibility or freedom he is given there. It would 
definitely help him to have boundaries such as: “This is your start 
time for homework. This is your end time for homework, and do it.” 
If he has access to a telephone or Internet, I could easily see him much 
preferring to chat with someone or to e-mail someone, do the social 
thing after the school hours. 
As Mr. Griffin continued to discuss the difficulties that he saw Mark 
having in school he offered this: 
I would say he has difficulty with sarcasm. He will sometimes 
mimic sarcasm; it is my sense that he is mimicking when he uses it. 
But he usually does not use it very well. And he usually does not 
understand it. He’s more concrete. He’s does not get sarcasm very 
well unless he has experience with that person and with their use of 
sarcasm. I will use sarcasm with him, and he will understand it, 
variably. Sometimes he will get it, sometimes I will have to tell him 
that I was just kidding, I was being sarcastic. But other times if he’s 
been in a situation, let’s say Tree Hugger meetings, when he knows 
I’m being sarcastic about what we’re doing, he’ll understand it then 
and think it’s a riot. Maybe more funny than it typically is. 
He has difficulty with abstract concepts. He’s very much a 
concrete—then again with sarcasm, if someone else says it, if let’s say 
a female uses sarcasm with him, said, “Yeah, you’re really hot” to 
him, obviously in a sarcastic tone, he would take that as a compliment, 
and probably go and tell people that “That really popular girl said I 
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was really hot and I think she wants me, and I think we’re going to go 
the movies this Friday” and then blow it up into a whole scenario that 
she was making fun of him for in the first place. 
I’ve seen him enter rooms, I guess I’ve always viewed it more 
so as Mark believing that he’s kind of more the center of attention and 
not being considerate of other people rather than him not recognizing 
that it’s a situation to be quiet, and I guess I’ve viewed it as more that 
he’s impulsive, he’s excited about something he wants to say it, and 
doesn’t seem to think to look at the situation rather than being 
confused by the situation. I don’t think I’ve ever caught him in a 
situation where he’s genuinely confused, unless it was a setting that 
was just, he missed part of it. Like with ultimate Frisbee, if he showed 
up late and wasn’t sure what was going on, then he’d be confused and 
really wasn’t sure what to do. 
He wants to advocate and be involved, and get noticed and 
receive attention. I would definitely think that that would be the 
strategy he would use, rather than backing away and be in tune about 
it. That’s not his style at all. I think overpowering would be a 
reasonable tactic for him. 
He’s struggling with self-esteem issues and trying to justify his 
worth; in a way, he doesn’t want other people to think of him as less of 
a person. By putting that label on him, you are not giving him the 
credit that he deserves, and maybe he views it as prejudice in a way— 
that he does not want to be labeled as something or treated differently 
right away because of this label that’s on him. And he’s worried about 
that. I think he’s concerned about getting the social attention/benefits 
he really feels he deserves. 
I’d say something like he’s a positive student who has issues of self¬ 
esteem, and is motivated by social attention, but yet lacks the social 
graces to gain the attention he seeks in an appropriate fashion. 
6.4 Mr. Lovell’s Portrait of Mark 
I’m a science teacher at Harbert Hill School. I teach physical 
science, general science, conceptual physics, as well as some math 
classes, Algebra I, Algebra II, and I know Mark as his physical science 
teacher for the academic year 1999-2000. 
I see Mark as a very capable student who has a lot of potential 
and at least in my class, in physical science, was realizing that 
potential. He arrived in class with most of the cognitive skills 
necessary to comprehend the material, and he also had the 
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manipulative techniques necessary to do all of the work that was asked 
of him in science. And did very well, his grades were well above 
average—I believe he had an A average at the end of the year in the 
spring. Socially, that was an area of weakness for Mark in my science 
classes—he did not interact well with his classmates. He had trouble 
during lab activities. I would describe Mark as being the leader of the 
group in a lab group situation in which no one wanted to follow him. 
He had the background skills, he paid attention during lectures and 
presentations, and basically knew where everything was going, and 
nobody wanted to go there with him. They were just willing to stand 
back and watch him do everything that was required of him of the lab 
and just copy down his data and results. 
Mark was very loud during class, he was, his inhibitions were 
very low. He would not hesitate to blurt out and answer, and that’s not 
popular today with kids, which is at least my observation. They would 
criticize him. They’d ridicule him openly—it was part of his 
conversation that he would have. For example, I can remember, this is 
my first memory of Mark. We were doing a lab on friction, and he 
obviously has done a lot of woodworking before, and one of the 
materials we were working with was sandpaper, and he was making a 
guess at actually what sized grit the paper was, and the kids were 
making fun of that, and they were calling him sandpaper boy. And 
although something like that was contributing to the class discussion, 
it caused a problem in that I had to stop everybody else from jumping 
in on this. 
He did that repeatedly. And I don’t know if he wanted me to 
know that he knew this, or whether he just couldn’t help himself, but it 
did cause problems for him and his peers in the classroom. 
While Mr. Lovell clearly articulates the difficulties with social 
interactions that many of those in Mark’s life noted, he went on to point out 
that: 
He had some of the skills and qualities that leaders have. He 
was basically fearless in the lab. He was safe, I don’t want to say that 
[he wasn’t], but he was willing to try everything. Quite often when 
you take science equipment out, students are intimidated by it, and he 
was not the least bit intimidated. He was always willing to volunteer 
to do things; he was always wanting to choose who he worked with, 
although that person sometimes didn’t want to work with him. But 
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when it came down to the finer skills of working with students, he was 
lacking in that area, of motivating students and things like that. So he 
was lacking those particular skills in leadership. 
I think he was so wrapped up in what was going on, again this 
is just a guess, I think that he was so wrapped up in what was going on 
that he couldn’t read other people’s social cues. And he couldn’t see 
the whole picture, he was just so focused on the content, and the lab or 
the activity and the lecture, or what was going on. 
I think Mark is the type'of student who has a few close friends 
and not many new acquaintances. I think he has a very small peer 
group that are actually fairly close with him. I think he would like to 
believe that he has a lot of friends. What he actually thinks, I don’t 
know. I don’t think he knows what the reciprocal nature [of 
friendship] is. I think he understands the closeness, I think he 
understands the familiarity, I think he understands the receiving part of 
it. I don’t think he understands the giving part of it. 
As other teachers did, Mr. Lovell noted Mark’s preoccupation with 
sports, though Mr. Lovell’s perspective on this area of Mark’s life was quite 
different than that of other adults whom I interviewed. It is interesting to 
remember that Mark’s view of his athletic ability is this: “I was, I was good. 
I was always running up and down the court, I always thought that winning 
was everything and that I had to win because, I had, I wanted to show my dad 
that I could make it to the NBA.” Mr. Lovell’s portrait of Mark in this respect 
seemed to coordinate more closely with Mark’ self-portrait than with 
assessments offered by other teachers: 
I think he likes to flaunt his knowledge of sports. That’s the 
way he uses to interact with people as well. He liked the fact that he 
did very well on his tests, and I think he just liked to emphasize his 
talents, and one of them is the rote memory that is necessary for 
knowing sports figures and statistics, and the other is the rote memory 
that is necessary in physical science, knowing what the constants are, 
and the formulas, and they come to him very quickly, and he wants to 
emphasize that. And I never heard him talk about his limitations. 
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I’ve not played basketball with him or baseball. I’ve seen him 
just by my being a spectator on campus. We may have tossed a 
baseball back and forth a bit at a practice, but that’s all. 1 know very 
little about basketball, so I really can’t talk about basketball, and I 
know just a little bit more about baseball. I’m not really a sports 
person myself, so I’m not a very good judge of his abilities, but I can 
probably say that he is probably in the top 30% of the participating 
athletes on campus. 
At the same time, I think he is masking some of his limitations 
and feels insecure about his performance. Which might explain why 
he tries so hard, which is why he is always out there, you rarely see 
Mark lounging between innings or he’s always out there swinging a 
bat, warming up, throwing a ball, those sorts of things, those sorts of 
activities. 
I think that he’s so focused on his own performance, which I 
attribute to the fact that he knows his limitations, and that if he doesn’t 
focus on his own performance, that he won’t perform. He will 
embarrass himself—he won’t do well. And that’s how I think he 
succeeds. Because he certainly is an asset to a team, he certainly does 
perform well, and he wants to do that. I think that one could make the 
conclusion that if he does well, then the team’s going to do well. I 
think he sees things like that. 
I asked Mr. Lovell about some of the specific assets and deficits of 
Rourke’s (1989) model of NLD. Focusing on tactile-kinesthetic skills and 
mathematics (skills obviously important to science class), Mr. Lovell 
indicated that very few of the typical deficits appeared to be represented by 
Mark’s performance—as he understood it. 
Mark is a sportsman. He plays a number of sports, basketball 
being one, and as I mentioned earlier, he gives that 120%. He tries 
very hard at that. He probably was, I didn’t see his limitations in 
tactile, manipulative skills in science. He was very good at things at 
measuring, adjusting, calibrating, all of those techniques that are 
necessary. 
I try not to rely too much on arithmetic in science; they really 
don’t lose very many points for doing the math incorrectly, but they do 
get the majority of the points for setting it up correctly, and a lot of 
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that is just rote memory or copying. Knowing what to copy down, and 
things like that. So that might explain why he did well in science. 
[Socially, when he seems unsure of a situation,] he becomes, 
his voice level becomes louder, he becomes a little more aggressive. 
He becomes, how do I want to say it, aggressively defensive. He will 
sometime read more into what the person is saying than what the 
person is meaning. And it is difficult for him to stop. He certainly is 
not one to de-escalate the situation. He will perpetuate it, even when 
the other person wants to back down or stop. 
He’ll just argue his point and present it over and over again, 
make exaggerations to make his point, to drive his point home, will 
sometimes bring up past occurrences again to emphasize his point. 
I mean aggressive more like, for someone like Mark this comes 
to mind, in a more sports-type aggressiveness. Not physically 
aggressive, but determination, sometimes just going headlong into it 
without thinking about the repercussions and how the other person 
might be interpreting what it is they might be saying. 
Later, he is usually very apologetic. If he recognizes what has 
happened is his responsibility, he will take ownership for it, he will 
recognize it and accept the consequences that are given. 
I don’t think he sees enough of the big picture to try to control 
that—again using a baseball connection, I think he plays a game 
inning by inning. I don’t think he plays the whole game. If Mark was 
a coach I think he would be the kind of guy who would only play all of 
his best players and they would get all burnt out so that by the last 
three innings they would start losing, even though they may have been 
winning the first seven. 
In discussing Mark’s disability directly, Mr. Lovell, much as Mr. 
Lacario and Mr. Griffin had, seemed consciously to avoid using the term 
“disability” to describe Mark. Although he had again outlined a list of 
strengths and weaknesses for Mark that coincided very closely with the 
prevailing model of NLD, Mr. Lovell never made explicit reference to the 
notion of disability, until I asked about what seemed like his reluctance to do 
\ 
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When students start talking about learning disabilities and 
normal, I try to just squash that conversation all together_those 
topics. I don’t find that they’re productive at all and I don’t think that 
it’s something that students need to concentrate on. I think they do 
anyhow, and I think they know where they are and what’s going on. 
So I haven’t seen that with Mark. 
Following this a bit further, I asked Mr. Lovell to react to Mark’s 
characterization of his learning disability as somehow separate from his sense of self. 
I would say that it’s rather accurate for a lot of students, not for 
all of them. It would explain impulsivity, and it would explain that 
they recognize what they’re supposed to do and would also explain 
why they’re not doing it. And it’s just one of those obstacles that 
many of our students have in their performance here. 
It’s difficult to explain—it’s kind of like there’s a switch and 
when they’re able to control these impulsivities, the switch is on—it’s 
almost like there’s power going to whatever it is that can control that 
impulsivity. That’s why some of our students have good days or just 
good classes. And then sometime that switch is off, or there’s a short 
somewhere, and they just can’t control that impulsivity some day. 
What operates that switch I don’t know—I wish I did. 
Sometimes you could be interacting with Mark and you’re 
dealing with a very bright, well-disciplined, well-mannered young 
man. Sometimes you just wish you could get away from him because 
he’s just so boisterous and impulsive. 
Academically I think he, of course, science is cumulative, it 
builds on itself as you go along chronologically in the academic year, 
and I think that his success is a sign that he’s able to do that. 
Socially, he could make a social mistake one day, and I could 
talk with him afterwards, after class. I think I had Mark tenth period, 
so we had a lot of opportunity to talk after class. I mean, he’s there, 
I’m there, it’s tenth period, it’s callback time, so if something went 
wrong socially during the class, I would have an opportunity while I 
was signing his point card to have an unofficial callback with him to 
talk about what happened. 
And he would understand cognitively what went wrong. 
Sometimes it would take him a little bit of time to calm down to 
diffuse the situation, but he would understand, but then he’d do it 
again the next day. And probably hoping that he didn’t do it again, but 
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the situation would present itself again. Sometimes he was set up by 
the other students because they know if they did certain things he 
would react in a certain way. He wouldn’t be able to deal with that, 
even after we talked about a few ways to avoid reacting to it. 
As I had with others, I asked Mr. Lovell to discuss what he thought the 
future—beyond high school—might bring for Mark: 
I think because of Mark’s drive, I think he’ll be a success. I 
don’t know what it is that he’s going to choose to do—probably won’t 
involve much paper work, he’ll require a secretary, but he’s a junior 
this year? I think he’s come a long way since he’s been at Harbert Hill 
and he’s got some time left here, and he’s got a little ways to go. I’m 
not concerned about him, about his success. I fully intend to see him 
at his 20th reunion here at Harbert Hill and to be a success, and for him 
to tell me all about it and how he got there. That’s what I see for 
Mark. I’m sure he will seek me out and I probably won’t have to ask 
him what he’s up to. 
When I asked Mr. Lovell to sum up his understanding of Mark in a 
few words, he offered one of the most poignant comments made about Mark: 
It’s kind of like if somebody has a dog who barks too much 
and chews on your slippers and slobbers on the morning paper, why do 
you still keep this dog around? It’s—I don’t know why. He is likable. 
I think one of the reasons why I like him personally is for what he can 
be—for his potential. As I said earlier, sometimes you can sit down 
with Mark and have a very mature, clear, directed concise 
conversation with him, and other times, as I said, you just wish he’d go 
away: “Come back when you’re over whatever it is that’s making you 
this way, and I’ll talk with you then.” 
He’s independent; he is as I said earlier, driven. He’s hard 
working. I think in spite of his impulsiveness, he is mature. He can be 
quite capable. I think he’s aware of himself but not of his 
surroundings. I think he’s someone who is trying to get to know 
himself very well, and works hard on himself. And I would say that 
given who Mark is, he is a success. 
This last comment, “given who Mark is, he is a success” helped me to begin 
to understand what seemed like reluctance on the part of teachers to discuss 
disability as an objective phenomena—or even to discuss it at all. Mr. 
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Lovell’s comment, like Mr. Griffin’s comment, “It’s all Mark’’ helped me to 
begin to see that teachers were less interested in understanding students as a 
manifestation of disability—as perhaps the literature about learning 
disabilities can suggest (Sleeter, 1987; Luna, 1997)—than others in Mark’s 
world. Teachers were interested in coming to know a particular student—in 
this case, Mark; a diagnosis or even a conscious conception of disability 
seemed not to enter into that process for many of them. 
6.5 Mrs. Walker’s Portrait of Mark 
I’ve been here working 21, 22 years now, and my role certainly 
has varied over the years, but I’ve consistently had teaching contact 
with a wide range of the kids here at the school. And Mark is in my 
geometry class. I initially met him when he was first a student here a 
year ago, because I was picking up the points at the end of the day for 
a group of students, and he was one of the kids alphabetically that I 
had to work with, and some of his social limitations were obvious 
immediately the first day, even though I didn’t know him at all as a 
student, until a year later. 
In the structured environment of my geometry class, he’s in a 
very small class by the way, and there are four kids in it. They’re all 
boys. He’s curious. He’s interested in learning the material. He asks 
questions readily. But the other side of the same coin is, at the same 
time as he’s curious, he’s extremely easily distracted, and at the same 
time as he asks questions, his mind seems to be going in so many 
different directions at one time that he frequently doesn’t even realize 
that I’m answering the question that he asked. I have to keep his 
attention; I have to keep him directed. Not because he doesn’t want to 
participate, but because he seems to be constantly attentive to a whole 
lot of stimuli, either external or internal, that interrupt what’s going on 
around him. Geometry’s a really difficult subject. If s very 
theoretical, it’s visual—I try to make it as visual and hands-on as I can, 
so that they have, the kids all have some concept of what she’s actually 
talking about when she comes up with all these strange theorems and 
things like that that we have to use. He asks a lot of questions about 
what we’re doing, but sometimes the explanations have to come from 
three or four different directions, and while I’m giving it to him, all of 
a sudden his head turns and he’s thinking about something else or he s 
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doing something else, and I have to constantly call him back. And then 
he’ll say, “All right—you mean you’re saying this,” and he’ll get one 
tiny little piece of what I’ve said, so then I’ll start over from another 
angle, doing the same thing. Sometimes it takes three or four times 
before he has a basic concept. It does help him when he can relate it to 
something else that we’ve already done. He usually doesn’t see that 
relationship himself to begin with, but once I give a hint, like “When 
we did this..or I’ll go, “Do you remember when we learned that line 
segments are this” and I use the hand motions that I add to a lot of 
what I’m explaining to try to reinforce vocabulary. Then he can make 
the connection. Frequently, it’s as though the vocabulary is in him, 
but he has trouble getting it back out, so you know that he knows what 
he’s talking about, but it takes him a real round-about way to get there, 
and you just have to be patient with him and let him do it, which the 
other kids in the class are usually pretty good about, which helps. 
It’s interesting because these last two weeks, we’ve been 
doing—even though there’s a lot of hands-on in the geometry all the 
time, it’s usually quite structured and relatively short, and immediately 
related to a concept that we’re about to do, but these last two weeks 
we’re doing our house building project. Which he’s real excited 
about, because apparently he has a relative that has a construction 
company and he’s done some helping with it and he’s gotten me some 
blueprints that we can look at and that type of thing—so he’s really 
committed to it. But his ability to do this much less controlled long¬ 
term, hands-on [project] where he doesn’t have the immediate, “Okay, 
youWe done this little thing, now stop, now we’re shifting back to an 
academic mode” has really been hard for him. And it’s been hard for 
him not only academically but socially, and there’s been quite a view 
for me of him socially that I don’t see in the normal classroom setting 
because normally it’s, like I say, it’s so structured. They’re listening, 
they’re participating in the proofs, I’m calling on them, I’m 
specifically asking them questions, there’s not much time to do 
anything except the regular classroom stuff. There’s not much 
extraneous chatter. 
But what they’re doing now is taking the concepts of right 
angles and line segments and squares and rectangles and triangles and 
angles and all that, and they’re designing, using cardboard and cutting 
out, and putting together buildings which then next week we decorate 
because it’s just before vacation, and it’s fun. That’s been extremely 
difficult for him—all the way from the physical aspects of using that 
utility knife and actually cutting that piece of cardboard, to keeping his 
concentration on what he’s doing, to controlling his almost, the last 
couple of days, almost non-stop flow of totally irrelevant chatter. The 
other kids in the classroom have had more trouble coping with that. 
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They’re good and he’s good in his interactions with them when 
it’s so controlled that I’m in a sense forcing him to keep his attention 
at least verbally on the geometry, but now that it’s this loose—you 
know, the kids are sitting and chatting while they’re creating these 
projects, and it’s been amazing to see the difference in him. 
Even though there’s no question and he knows what he's 
supposed to be doing, and he knows I’m there and that I’m there 
helping him. Even though I’m right there, it’s to the point where I 
have to look at Mark and I can’t give him any subtle “You’re off the 
track’’ hints, which I can do with just the four boys. But with this 
house stuff, he’s decided that the thing he’s building is going to be 
some sort of military instillation, and I finally had to raise my voice 
today, and say “Mark, I have heard too much about guns and bombs. 
You know how I feel about that stuff. Stop.” And I had to be that 
firm and that specific, and then he still couldn’t stop. His 
perseveration when he’s free to just associate with what he wants to 
associate is amazing. He just doesn’t catch the fact. He doesn’t read 
the kids’ body language, he didn’t read my literal, not even my body 
language or even actual statements: “No more conversation on this 
topic.” I was sitting right there with him looking at him; it wasn’t like 
he wasn’t paying attention to me—he couldn’t. He could not break 
from this thing in his mind about how this creation he was making had 
to do with guns and stuff. 
In Mrs. Walker’s discussion of Mark’s persistence, there are echoes of 
Mark’s self-profile and of portraits drawn by others. 
I don’t think he was defying me. Because then it went to, “Did 
you see this movie by Walt Disney that had such and such with these 
guns that had the paint blobs in them.” My “I just asked you to stop” 
was followed by, “But it’s different, because it’s Walt Disney, 
therefore it’s not violent, therefore you shouldn’t mind.” I’ve seen that 
similarly on other topics. I have him right after lunch, and we both eat 
the same lunch, and since my room is right near the dining hall, if I 
come in to my room like five minutes before lunch is over, before the 
bell rings, he frequently comes in and wants attention. Which is okay, 
except there’s no time for a deep breath or to answer an email, but 
he’ll pick up on some topic. Before the elections, it was all the 
political stuff, and he had some very strong political opinions. Then 
the other guys would come into the room, and he’d still just be chatter, 
chatter, chatter about political stuff, and he didn’t catch any of their 
messages, until another student finally says, “We don’t want to hear it 
anymore.” 
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With a different group of kids, I think it would really be bad. This 
particular group just kind of laughs at him, and the other guys are so 
laid back themselves that it works okay. Were he in a group with 
some of our more socially savvy, less tolerant kids, I think it would be 
a disaster. 
Once again, as many others’ had pointed out, Mrs. Walker suggests 
that Mark is inclined to work from “his own look at the world” as she 
describes his social behavior: 
I really don’t think that he’s purposely being rude—I don’t 
know. I sometimes thing that he’s almost, and this word is going to 
sound negative and I don’t mean it that way, oblivious to the reactions 
of people around him. That he’s got some sort of his own look at the 
world, and he doesn’t see the reactions of the people that he’s 
interacting with. Because when he does realize it, he’s sincerely, “Oh, 
I’m really sorry.” And when you work with kids, you can tell when 
kids are giving you a line, there are kids that learn to be polite to me 
just because I insisted on it and you knew it was artificial. You don’t 
get that feeling with him at all. 
When I started talking about us doing this project, I gave them, 
when we got back from vacation, I said, “In another week or so, we’re 
going to start to build some house, and this is the reason behind it, and 
I need you to start thinking about what you’d like your houses to look 
like and do some sketches.” And that immediately clicked in his head: 
“Blueprints—I know what blueprints look like, my uncle works in 
construction; I can get you some blueprints immediately.” And he 
kept saying every couple of days, “They’re mailing those blueprints 
out—they should be here today” and he came in with them last night, 
which is three weeks after the conversations began, and he said, 
“Look, they overnight mailed them because I asked for them last night, 
and they’re here today.” So it came up over and over again, and I said 
“Yeah, I’d really like to see them” and when he did bring them in, of 
course, he was his typical hover over you, explain where they came 
from, explain what they’re for over and over again and he doesn’t 
seem to realize that I was fascinated with them, and he knew that, but 
he didn’t seem to realize I wanted to have a minute to look at them 
without him talking the whole time. 
I interpret it more as again a lack of social awareness—when 
you say something, when you don’t say something. Because lots of 
times when some sort of conversation comes up in class before class 
when the kids are coming in from lunch, or just before I’m signing 
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point cards, or whatever, I have a relative that does that. I have a 
relative that knows about that. One of the things that’s come up a lot 
lately, with the boy that got hurt last night and with somebody in the 
mall—oh, I know. He went to Wal-Mart last week, and somebody at 
Wal-Mart, one of the employees was showing a customer a knife. And 
the customer bumped the employee’s hand and he cut his hand, and it 
was bleeding, and he was going across the store with this bloody hand 
and Mark just happened to be there, and Mark pulled out and showed 
us his badge that he has that says he has some first aid training, and 
how he helped the EMT take care of that person’s hand, and how 
much help he was. You hear that kind of thing a lot. Well, I just got 
this, I just passed this test in boating, and I can be a captain, and I’m 
this and I’m that, and I’m part of this company that my father has, and 
here’s my card, would you like a copy of it? The kids pretty much 
shrug that off—they just say “that’s Mark” but you could interpret all 
of that very much as boastful, I look at it more as the poor kid looking 
for some self-esteem and looking for a way that he can feel like he can 
compete with the other kids. 
He’ll just pull it right out of his wallet. “See what I have?” and 
show it to you. Whether it was or it wasn’t, he again was the problem 
that he deals with so much socially, which he doesn’t read the message 
that you don’t need to describe in every bit of gory detail how much 
blood was pouring out of the guy’s hand, or whatever. The 
perseveration on topics that really are not completely, or at all relevant 
to what might be going on. 
I would tend to guess that some of these things that he talks 
about are exaggerations, again as an attempt to get attention. This 
summer when he was talking about him leaving a week early to go to 
Florida so he could help repaint the 80 foot yacht that they were 
selling to buy a 90 foot yacht, and I’m thinking what’s the difference 
between an 80 foot yacht and a 90 foot yacht? Well, it’s got this thing 
to put your ski boat in and all of that. Well, I did find out from his . 
father that they did go and they were going to sell one yacht and buy 
another yacht. I pretty much assume that there is a grain of truth of 
what he’s telling me, and he just expands it for his own purposes. And 
that’s about how the other kids take it. 
My view would be that he would like to have lots of friends, 
and that he has kids that he calls friends because he happens to be in 
class with them, and because of the structured class situation they 
aren’t unkind to him. I would guess from what I’ve seen, that he’s 
pretty much on the edges, the fringes of most social circles, and that he 
pushes into the fringe because of his lack of awareness of the fact that 
the kids probably don’t want him there. I seriously doubt that he 
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actually gets invited into too many of them. I don’t see the kids on 
campus at night, but that would be my guess from what I see around. 
If I were a kid and I were trying to deal with him rather than a 
hopefully relatively patient adult, his having to be able to say 
something about everything that’s talked about. You know, having to 
know something about everything that’s going on would certainly turn 
me off real fast if I wanted to be part of his group. His inability to stop 
talking and let somebody else be part of the conversation, that 
perseveration again, that insisting that he has to finish whatever 
thought’s in his head even if that thought is five minutes long. As a 
teenager, I can’t even imagine putting up with, or purposely keeping 
company with somebody who talks constantly and doesn’t realize 
when I don’t want to hear what he’s talking about. 
I think that he doesn’t’ understand so much of the social stuff 
going on around him, that he’s like a bull in a china shop that grabs on 
to one little piece of something and just wears it out because he 
doesn’t know how to go any other place with it. I think he reads 
pieces of the general situation, so he can pick up on, “yeah, we can 
talk about politics now” or “we can joke about something somebody 
said” but he only picks up on little portions of it, and sometimes those 
portions are the really minutia that don’t have a whole lot do with 
what’s going on. It’s like a kid who decodes well, but can’t pull out 
the content and picks up on little bits and pieces of the comprehension, 
like what color the person’s tie was, when it had absolutely nothing to 
do with the murder mystery that they’re reading. And that’s what it 
seems like he does socially. And so he is usually, again within the 
context especially of this loose structure in the class recently, which 
gives me a look at him socially that I normally don’t see, he’s so far 
off from what’s going on with the other guys, that they just kind of 
look at him and shake their heads. And he doesn’t, it seems like he’s 
not even aware. If, again for example, today, because I’m sitting there 
right next to him, helping him with pieces of his house, and I’m trying 
to put one of them, because he had to do it in a rather unique order, 
which meant I had to try to put some of the support pieces in after he’d 
built some other stuff because he didn’t want to hear me about 
building it in an order that would have been a little bit easier to do. 
Okay, we’ll do it your way—it’s your house. So I’m cutting this 
triangle and trying to slip it up under one of the roofs for him, and I 
said, “alright now—you hold the roof up a little bit, let me put it in, 
and then you can tape it for me.” We got the one side done with a lot 
of work, I turn around, I said, “alright now, hold it up,” he picks the 
whole house up like this, “the same thing we just did Mark, okay? 
We’re going to do exactly the same thing again. Put it down, you’re 
going to pick up the roof.” So I’m holding it there, and he starts off on 
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one discussion about how this is going to be this military thing, and 
I’m trying to give him instructions and I’m trying to keep the house 
together. “Get me a piece of cardboard please, and the tape.” Well, 
we got the cardboard finally, never heard a word about the tape. 
We’ve been using tape—the whole house is covered with masking 
tape, and then I said, “did you get the tape?” and he said “you never 
asked me.” But definitely I asked him, but he was still chattering even 
though I had said to him, “I don’t want to hear anymore about this, 
please help me with your house.” It didn’t break through. And then 
when I finally did raise my voice, which doesn’t happen too often, and 
said, “Mark—I do not want to hear anything more about guns,” then 
we went down to the program center to get some paper to cover this 
with because he wants to spray paint it and there’s no way that’s going 
to happen in my classroom. Just chatter all the way down, chatter all 
the way back, never any kind of a “gee, I’m sorry I bothered you” or 
anything. Totally oblivious, and how I think he handles a lot of social 
situations is that he’s totally oblivious to how the people around him 
are reacting. 
[He is egocentric] perhaps in the same way that a young child 
is who doesn’t have the skills yet to carry on conversations or multi¬ 
group play, who just hasn’t made that transition yet to being aware of 
other people around them and the need to interact with them. I don’t 
see him as a kid who is purposely trying to bug people, to annoy them. 
I really don’t even think he realizes a lot of the time that he is doing it, 
I see it more as the young child that hasn’t grown beyond himself 
enough to be aware of how people around him are reacting to him. 
Last year at the beginning when I had to do the “You will get in line 
and you will wait” bit, he would become angry. I don’t get that feeling 
anymore. I don’t get the feeling, like I said even when I raised my 
voice with him today. Because I didn’t raise it in anger, I raised it to 
get his attention, because I had to break through to what I wanted him 
to hear, but I didn’t get any feelings of that kind of anger like I did last 
year. He does his homework, he’s cooperative as far as class work and 
stuff goes; I don’t think I’ve really confronted him much in that kind 
of situation. 
In discussing Mark’s awareness of his disability, Mrs. Walker seemed 
to locate the disability within Mark, much as Mark’s parents had done. 
Clearly, Mrs. Walker (more readily than some other teacher participants) 
objectified the disability as a thing that had its own existence, separate and 
apart from Mark. For her, the issue was whether Mark “recognized” the 
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disability—not whether or in what form the disability existed. Also 
interesting was Mrs. Walker’s perception that Mark “doesn’t really seem to 
compare himself with the other kids.” Others, especially Mark’s parents and 
Mark himself, had focused a great deal on how important it was to Mark to 
compare himself to the norm. 
I’m not sure he’s aware of his disability. I really honestly 
don’t know if he acknowledges, maybe I should say that, if he 
acknowledges it at all. There are plenty of kids that struggle with the 
material as difficult as geometry is more than he does, who will say 
this is really hard or can I come back after school and get help, those 
kinds of things. He asks questions when he doesn’t understand 
something, but when he gets concepts way off from what they’re 
supposed to be, and I go back and I might spend sometimes five or ten 
minutes trying to get a concept through to him, because then he’ll ask 
questions and I’ll say, “Oh, you mean its like this.” And he’ll come up 
with some other explanation or some other way of letting me know 
what he’s thinking that’s still way off. When we get to the end and I 
think I’ve finally gotten it through, because I’m not honestly sure, he’ll 
say, “Oh, I get it.” But you don’t get any kind of chagrinned look that 
it took ten minutes to explain it or that I stood on my head in order to 
make it make sense to him, or any of the “Thank you for working so 
hard to help me understand it.” It’s like everybody does that to help 
somebody learn, and he doesn’t make any of the comments that one of 
his peers makes who struggles with the material more than Mark does. 
He doesn’t make any of the comments about how another peer in the 
class learns it so quickly and easily. He doesn’t really seem to 
compare himself with the other kids. 
Reviewing this statement several times, I came to the realization that 
Mrs. Walker was commenting more on how Mark measures his own behavior, 
not whether he views himself as like or not like his peers (i.e., normal or not 
normal). That is, he does not seem to judge his behaviors against the 
backdrop of those exhibited by other students; for Mark, normalcy has more 
to do with how others judge him and perhaps most to do with how they react 
to what Mrs. Walker later describes as his “unrealistic optimism.” 
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[When I’ve seen other kids react to disability] a lot of them 
would become frustrated, a lot of them would express anger at 
themselves for not being able to do it, the “I’m dumb” or the “I’m 
stupid kind of comments, or the “Why don’t you give up on me” type 
statements he doesn t do any of that. He just keeps rewording 
things, or drawing pictures on the board for me if that’s what he needs 
to do, or whatever until I can finally get him to a point where the 
concept clicks, and some days the vocabulary comes, because 
geometry has solid vocabulary that we use over and over and over 
again some days he can pull the right word out for what we want, 
and some days there s just no way. But he can describe it in some 
way, and then I’ll give him the word, and he’ll say, “Yeah, that’s what 
I was saying.” But I don’t feel that frustration, and that’s what I meant 
when we were talking about me telling him to knock the conversation 
off today. I didn’t get any of the feeling of “Boy, maybe I’ve made 
her annoyed” or “I’m annoyed at her for telling me to be quiet.” There 
really wasn’t much change of affect at all, except after about thirty 
seconds he did stop the conversation for a couple of minutes, but by 
the time we were walking back up the hill from getting the colored 
paper, which might have been six or seven minutes later, he started it 
up again and I just sighed, and we just kept walking up the hill. 
He does seem to be very optimistic, he seems to have almost 
unrealistic optimism. The things that he thinks he’s going to do with 
his life, what he’d like to do for a living, the things he thinks he’s 
capable of doing. Like he’s capable of helping this EMT fix this guy’s 
hand. And he’s this expert in this business—now, I don’t know what 
it is, I have a feeling it has something to do with computers. He’s got 
a business card that has his name on it as president or something like 
that, and the kids actually say, “is this some kind of joke you had 
printed up, right?” And he’s like, “oh no—I really am. This is in my 
name. My father runs it, but this is in my name.” Or the various 
comments he makes in the course of conversations almost make you 
feel like he really has no concept of logical limitations. All of us know 
we have limitations—I’m never going to be a handwriting teacher— 
we all have things that we know as human beings that we’re never 
going to be good at and we’re never going to be bothered to worry 
about. And you just don’t hear him saying things like that. 
He came back from Thanksgiving vacation, and he walked into 
class, and he pulled out his wallet and he hands me this and says, 
“Here you can have this.” I saw that it was a card and I frankly didn’t 
pay a lot of attention to it. You get back after vacation and you’re 
trying to get the kids back in the groove and start working, and then 
the next couple of days gave them to a couple of other kids, and then 
of course they asked what in the heck is this, and he was trying to tell 
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them about this business and all of that, and then we went on and got 
started on the houses, and that hasn’t come up since, but it was like 
“I’m going to run this, and I’m the president of this” and that kind of 
stuff. With some of the kids, you can pretty much tell when they’re 
saying “I’m trying to make up for my inadequacies” and I would 
assume that is what he’s doing, but it doesn’t have the same feel. It 
feels like a kid who’s about seven or eight who says, “I’m going to be 
a fireman” and really believes it. In contrast say to another student, 
who will start talking like he’s really got some skill, but he says, “Oh, 
I know, I’m just stupid and fat” and you get that put-down type thing. 
I don’t think I’ve ever heard Mark do that—not in the course of class 
conversation. 
I don’t know how he relates to like his roommate or somebody 
like that, but let’s take it back to what it takes to be a comfortable peer 
in a social situation. Not even a friend—just an acquaintance. 
Somebody that you’re sitting at the same meal table with or whatever, 
where you have to be able to relate to the other people around you 
even if they’re not people that you might necessarily as part of your 
peer group, but you just have to communicate with. And, his method 
of communication, this method of relating to them, seems very much 
to be: “Here’s something I’m interested in, I’m going to talk about it 
whether you appear to be paying any attention to me or not, and I’m 
going to continue to talk about it and I’m not going to either notice (or 
maybe it’s I can’t, I guess it should be I can’t notice rather than not 
going to) that you don’t look like you’re the slightest bit interested, or 
you even look like you’re getting tired and annoyed with me 
continuing to talk about this topic day after day after day. Most kids 
well before his age are enough aware of what the kids around them, 
the people around them, are thinking to at least get the message that 
maybe they’re tired of this and I ought to be quiet. And he doesn’t get 
that message. 
I think he’s a kid that wants attention desperately—I think 
perhaps that’s a part of the reason why in the unstructured situation 
that we’re in right now that he has talked so much, especially when 
I’ve been helping him because I’m a captive audience. And he’s got 
an opportunity to have someone that’s right there paying attention to 
him and listening to him, and I suspect that doesn’t happen very often. 
As Mrs. Walker continued, it was remarkable to see how she 
characterized qualities of Mark’s differently than others had. Mr. Lovell had 
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noted that “because of Mark’s drive, I think he’ll be a success’’ while Mrs. 
Walker saw this persistence as “an arrow that just keeps going until it hits 
another topic” and can be quite disruptive. 
All of us have our own quirks and things that people cope with 
or don’t cope with, but I’m wondering if his whole idea of how you’re 
supposed to interact is still this egocentric, not aware of the fact that 
when you really do have an interaction with other people that it’s two 
sided and that you need to hear, not only just physical, but you need to 
really literally emotionally hear what’s coming from the other person, 
and respond back to that, where he’s at the “I have this thing I want to 
say, I have this idea in my mind, and I just want to talk about it” and 
he doesn’t seem to hear emotionally versus, other than physically—he 
may physically hear the words, but he doesn’t respond to what the 
other people are saying and let that guide the conversation at all. He 
just keeps right on going with whatever it was he had in his head to 
say, regardless of what’s coming in on every side of him, and it 
doesn’t’ seem to—his conversation doesn’t spread out under those tree 
roots, it’s just this arrow that just keeps going until it hits another topic 
that he thinks of, and then it might branch, but not with what the input 
coming in from around him is. And that’s true in the classroom, too. 
That’s true academically as well. When he has a concept that I’m 
trying to help him with—it’s not like the kid’s doing terribly in 
geometry, its just that it takes a lot of work in order to get him to 
where the concept is supposed to be, and he’d never make it in a 
traditional setting where they just present the material. It’s a lot of 1:1 
between he and I, and then between another student and I so he’s not 
the only one, to get him where I want him to be. But when he has a 
concept, an idea in his head, and he’s already made it pretty clear to 
me that I need to straighten it out because it isn’t where I want it to go, 
I may as well not even try to shift that thought he has until he’s had a 
chance to fully explain, either verbally or visually up at the board or 
both, what it is he’s thinking. I can say, “Mark—let me re-explain it,” 
or “I’m not positive you got quite right” or something like that—that 
doesn’t stop him. He keeps going until everything he wants to say 
about that topic is out, explaining it wrong to me, until he’s finished. 
Then I can begin to redirect him. So today, I was literally sitting in a 
desk with him standing next to me, I was 18 inches away from his 
face, he was staring at me, still going on about this gun staff, and I 
could say it as strongly as I did today, and as you know, my classroom 
approach is pretty laid back—not as far as behavior, but as far as the 
way I try to be patient with the kids and who they are—and “Mark, I 
do not want to hear any more of it about guns.” Up to the point where 
everyone else’s ears went right up, and that idea had to keep bouncing. 
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And it still didn’t finish. Like I said, we walked back up later 
from the program center and it still didn’t finish. But it’s the same 
thing academically, when he has this thought in his head he cannot 
take the idea of “Wait a minute, maybe my thought is not what the 
teacher wants—let me listen to the teacher” until it is completely out 
of him. 
I’m not sure how he perceives himself in math, because I 
haven’t done anything with him except geometry, and geometry is 
actually much more language based topic than it is your traditional, 
your manipulations. There’s very little in the way of invert the 
fractions and multiply type stuff. He certainly perceives of himself 
doing well. I’ve designed the classroom so that everybody does the 
best they can do. Just that’s part of the whole atmosphere, because my 
goals are the logical thought processes that are involved in the proofs, 
not necessarily that he can do a proof on his own, but he understands 
that you start with a given set of information, you start with a scenario 
being the diagram, that you cannot assume anything that isn’t there, 
and that you have to work with the givens that you have, which is your 
vocabulary, which are the theorems that you had, and you have to be 
able to go logically step-by-step from the given information to the 
conclusion, and he can’t do those proofs independently, but he 
certainly can help when we do them together as a group. Put in 
information. Better than probably half of the students that I have for 
geometry this year. He understands the ideas behind things better than 
his ability to bring back the related vocabulary. If I draw a picture of 
something like a set of perpendicular lines, he knows what they are, 
but if I want the vocabulary word for perpendicular lines, that’s a 
problem. If I use the vocabulary word, if s okay. So you’ve got the 
receptive vocabulary being much, much stronger than the expressive 
vocabulary. He can use the concept, again, better than giving me the 
name for it. When I give a test, I give the vocabulary word bank and I 
give the definitions and they have to match the two up to try and 
eliminate that expressive portion of it. But even some of the simpler 
vocabulary that we use a lot, whether it’s line, line segment, ray— 
those are the first three things we do the first day in September—and 
he will still, when he’s trying to use the word, mix them up. But he 
has the concept. He knows that a line goes on forever in two 
directions and a line segment it has two endpoints, and a ray goes on 
forever in one direction. But to get the right word out. So you have to 
allow for that kind of stuff. I was going to say his drawings—because 
when we draw the pictures that go around with the proofs on purpose, 
those are pretty poor. That’s really difficult for him. To visualize, to 
take the picture in the textbook, and to copy it onto a piece of paper. 
Some of them are really extremely far off. And I have them mark like 
the congruencies, the things they know are true, in the symbolism we 
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use on the drawing and with different colored color pencils, and that’s 
also real difficult for him. Even when I mark them on the board with 
the different colors, or something like that, that visualization part of it 
is real hard—that this line is blue, and this line is blue, therefore these 
two lines are congruent. Those kinds of things—once I’ve explained it 
and he says “oh yea, okay those are congruent” then he’s okay. But he 
doesn’t see the symbolism part of it. 
He’s cheerful, almost all the time. Even when he’s going on 
about something that you wish he wasn’t’ going on about, you can’t 
feel angry at him. Sometimes you feel frustrated with yourself 
because you can’t figure out a way to make it better for him. I don’t 
hear him tease too often, but when he does, it’s usually in fun, and it’s 
usually reasonably okay. He’s got a good sense of humor, and he’s 
got a good ability to make plays on words. Not puns, necessarily, but 
to pick up a little piece of something that was said and he’s done this I 
don’t know how many times. He’ll take a piece of geometry 
vocabulary and he’ll suddenly say, “well, that was a vertex” or 
something like that, and he plays with things that way, and he seems to 
be in his own way, he seems to be pretty comfortable with who he is. 
Which is sometimes why I think he’s a little oblivious to what some of 
the rest of the world might be thinking about him, because he doesn’t 
have that “I’m a teenager and I’m supposed to hate everything” 
approach to things. Again, he’s more like a younger kid who just kind 
of goes his own way and does his own thing and is pretty cheerful and 
happy about it. 
Returning to this idea of persistence, perhaps persistence to a fault, I 
asked Mrs. Walker if she thought “resilient” would describe Mark—as Mark’s 
mother had said: 
To me somebody that’s resilient is able to take what comes at 
them, especially something negative, get everything they can out of a 
negative situation from a positive point of view and learn from it. I 
see Mark more as the bumper with things bouncing off, and him not 
perceiving the negative pieces of the input. I’m not sure how a person 
can be that way, because we all get negative feedback, sometimes 
unintentional from people or people say things that they don’t even 
realize that you’re going to pick up in a negative way, but the times 
that I’ve seen him in social situations where somebody has said 
something to him—it’s mild things like could you please stop talking, 
or we’ve heard enough about that and I don’t want to hear anymore, or 
don’t start up about that popcorn machine again, or whatever it might 
be—he doesn’t seem to react in the typical “who are you to tell me 
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what to do” type things. You don’t get negatives out of him. He 
doesn’t necessarily do what you want him to do, which is stop the 
conversation, but you don’t get any of that, I don’t feel that anger or 
that “mind your own business, leave me alone” type feeling that you 
usually get from kids of this age. 
Asked to provide an encapsulated picture of Mark, Mrs. Walker 
offered this: 
I see him as friendly, and I suspect when you get past him 
being stuck on, him perseverating on something socially, I think he’s a 
very caring person underneath. You can certainly see pieces of that. I 
think he’s got academic and personal goals for his future that are pretty 
high in comparison to the things that he has to struggle with. And I 
see him as someone who is socially younger by a large extent than 
where he is chronologically. I see someone who has a lot of academic 
potential, and really wants to learn and is committed to learning 
without a question, but needs a very unique environment in order to be 
able to do that. In a traditional setting he’d be totally lost, because he 
wouldn’t have the opportunity to get the kind of constant feedback he 
needs and the adaptation of the academic environment to his needs in 
order to learn. In a traditional, read the textbook, listen to the lecture, 
write this essay or solve these problems type situation. I think he’d 
flounder immediately. And I would guess with the little bit that I 
knew him last year, versus the boy that I see today, that that anger that 
I saw when I asked him to meet certain expectations at the beginning 
of last year may well have come from frustration at a previous school 
environment where he wasn’t able to be successful and after he’s been 
here a year and now he’s being successful with me in my class, that his 
whole approach to attempting to meet people’s requests is totally 
different, because I certainly make requests of him—academic 
requests, behavioral requests—I don’t get any of that angry feeling 
anymore. I think he’s somebody that really wants to succeed badly. 
Mrs. Walker’s final anecdote about Mark was uncannily reminiscent 
of Mark’s mother’s attempt to strategize “ways that perhaps the teachers could 
facilitate an understanding of kids in the class to different problems and to 
different disabilities and differences” when Mark was in preschool. There is 
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the sense in Mrs. Walker’s portrait of Mark that the onus for dealing with 
disability will remain with others around Mark, at least for some time to 
come: 
Once, I was letting the four boys chat a moment about their 
vacation and presents. They were talking about presents like TVs and 
stereo equipment. Mark told the whole class that for his birthday he 
was going to get a bullet proof Hum-Vee! I stopped that conversation 
fast, before they could tell him he was crazy. 
6.6 Mr. Pilsudski’s Portrait of Mark 
When asked to describe Mark, Mr. Pilsudski (more so than any other teacher 
participant) focused on academic issues, almost immediately talking about 
Mark as a student in his writing class. Interestingly, a great deal of what Mr. 
Pilsudski described relates to what he evidently felt were failed academic 
interventions that he attempted with Mark, referring to these almost as 
evidence of the existence of Mark’s disability: 
I am an academic advisor and an English teacher at Harbert 
Hill. I teach reading and writing, literature. I had the opportunity to 
teach Mark writing this semester, well, actually this year, and Mark 
does have some issues with handwriting, it is, I don’t want to say 
messy, but neat but not to the fullest extent of neat, I guess, whatever 
that means. He does have problems with structure, sentence structure, 
paragraph structure. He has a lot of great ideas; however, putting them 
together he gets confused and will not go into depth on subjects. He’ll 
often put four or five different ideas into the same paragraph only 
explaining one sentence at a time, instead of really doing some 
research and review of what else he could add to expand on the topic. 
At the present time we’re working on a research paper, which he’s 
having difficulty with. Again, it’s that research part where going into 
depth with a topic is tough for him. 
I’ve given him outlines. He has trouble copying outlines 
directly off the marker board. We had to work on the outline three 
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times. Basically, what I did the first time was give him an idea of 
what I wanted, and I had him take his information from his topic, 
which was a writer, and I can’t recall who the writer was, Edgar Allen 
Poe, maybe. And then put that information into the form that I gave 
him, again, when he did that, it became jumbled and he put some of 
the same topics in different areas, so I reviewed it with him and we 
went over that, and then I put it together pretty much exactly the way I 
wanted it, then I put it on the board for him to copy it, and when he 
copied it, he didn’t copy it correctly. Letters were missing, sections 
one and two were down where three and four should have been, that 
type of thing. Showed it to him. He often tries to make excuses, but 
not, “I didn’t do it because I didn’t feel like or I didn’t understand it.” 
It’s more or less an excuse of “I wasn’t paying attention, I can really 
do this, it’s easy, I just chose not to become involved with it,” I guess. 
Mark is a teenager overly involved and overly interested in, I 
guess, women. He also has difficulty keeping friendships with kids. 
He tends to maybe be pushy at times with his friends, he gets to the 
point where he’s comfortable and then he tries to almost rule them and 
tell them what to do and he tries to be kind of a leader to the point 
where it becomes annoying, and I’ve had kids actually come to me and 
talk to me about that type of thing with Mark. He is a goodhearted 
kid, he tries his best in everything that he does, from what I’ve seen. 
Absolutely. And often, when he doesn’t understand, he’ll try and 
cover it up, by saying, like I said before, it’s too easy or he 
understands but just wants to do something else. He tends to stretch 
the truth a bit about numerous things, for instance, yesterday he was 
telling me the Ohio State basketball team had a 7’ 5” guy, a 7’ 4” guy, 
a 7’ 3” guy, a 7’ 2” guy, and 7’ 1” guy on the team, which is false of 
course, but he swore up and down that that was the truth. He’s very 
interested in sports and athletics—enjoys them. Very up to date on all 
the information with current transactions like trades and things like 
that. He loves talking about it—sometimes too much. A lot of times 
in the classroom he’ll try to talk about sports and athletics, which is I. 
think is his way of identifying and becoming comfortable with 
teachers. He likes to discuss things like that. 
Where Mr. Lovell had seen athletics as an area of strength for Mark, 
Mr. Pilsudski described it more as an area of interest and saw it as a parallel 
for Mark’s own understanding of his disability: 
Again, he tries his best and he does what he can; however, he 
often will stretch the truth when it comes to his abilities. Although, 
the amount that he tries probably is what he’s explaining to you. That 
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he tries to be the best—the Michael Jordan or Larry Bird, but in 
actuality he’s not. His hand-eye coordination is a little off; I think he 
has a tough time accepting it. 
I think he sees that other kids are better than him, and that’s 
when he becomes frustrated. And oftentimes I’ve seen him, I don’t 
want to say explode, but become upset and walk off the court, or get in 
an argument with somebody, or become mad and not try, and just step 
off onto the sideline for a minute, that’s just in basketball, I really 
haven’t seen him play other sports. So I think he wants to be these 
people that he sees on TV, and even maybe some of his friends who 
are good athletes, it becomes almost a problem spot, well it is 
definitely a problem spot for him, I think. In reality he then tries, he 
wears all the clothes, he wears the shoes, the Larry Bird shirts, the 
Michael Jordan shirts, the wrist bands, the head bands, and I think he 
kind of portrays himself as that and that’s what makes him believe that 
he’s as good as he is, but he really isn’t. 
When I asked Mr. Pilsudski to discuss Mark’s social relationships, it 
became increasingly evident that he had developed a notion of disability as an 
objective construct that could be located within Mark—though he did not 
make explicit reference to this concept until later in the interview. Further, 
the similarities between Mr. Pilsudski’s portrait of Mark and Mark’s 
stepfather’s portrait became clearer as Mr. Pilsudski talked about Mark’s 
social behavior: 
At school, Mark has a handful of friends, I think, that he hangs 
out with, maybe four or five kids. I think a lot of the other kids would 
tolerate, I guess is a good word, a lot of the other kids understand that 
he does try and he wants to be as good as he thinks he is, but he’s not, 
and they understand that and they see that, and some of the kids accept 
it and other kids don’t—other kids give him a hard time over it and 
make fun of him, and then he becomes very defensive and will be 
vulgar and loud and says things that really make no sense to the 
conversation, which then feeds the kids to even say more, 
unfortunately. He has a tough time handling that situation, I’ve seen 
that numerous times. 
He can make friendships. I think that when he doesn’t know 
somebody, he’s very calm, he’s very relaxed; well, I wouldn’t say he’s 
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very relaxed. He’s very calm, he might be nervous, but he acts as 
though he is relaxed and he can talk and he can have a conversation, a 
somewhat intelligent conversation, I guess, but then it leads back to 
what I said earlier, once he becomes comfortable, then he becomes 
almost this different person or the real Mark, which ever way you want 
to look at it, where he pushes his views on the kids, he pushes his lies, 
I guess, stories, then a lot of the kids see these stories that he says, they 
then see the side of Mark, and they don’t really want to hang out with 
him quite as much because they understand what he’s doing. And then 
he has the kids that follow him around like he’s the king because they 
believe his stories. 
I don’t think that he would ever, unfortunately, sustain 
friendships with people, with, what’s the word I want to look for here, 
I want to say more intelligent, but the people that can see the real 
Mark. You know, the storyteller. I’m not sure—he might grow out of 
that, I don’t know. I see him, most of his friends being the people who 
don’t understand what Mark is all about and his ideas and the stuff that 
he talks about. Some of it’s just so outrageous and so unbelievable. 
There have been numerous times where he’ll come up with a 
situation, a story, like he did yesterday with the basketball team. I 
looked at him and said, “That’s a straight out lie—that’s not true.’’ 
And he would argue with me three or four times until I basically 
looked him right in the eye and said “Mark you’re lying to me—I 
don’t want to talk to you if you’re lying to me.” 
Here, the connection with Mark’s stepfather’s view is evident in Mr. 
Pilsudski’s approach to Mark. 
And then he’d say, “Well maybe I’m stretching the truth a little bit,” 
and he’d smile. But if a kid initially believes that, another student, 
he’ll just feed into it and keep going and going and going, and then I 
think that by the end of it he really does believe it. 
But, there’s other stories that it’s not so much perception, but 
it’s almost a fantasy that he’s either read somewhere, or a story that 
he’s read that he kind of takes the main point out of and creates his 
own story from, but I’m not sure. Often I think it’s just an attention 
getting thing—in the classroom or out of the classroom. Sometimes 
when things are quiet and we’re writing or we’re typing, he’ll ask me a 
question that, after speaking with him, he knows was not the right 
thing to ask, understands it wasn’t the right thing to ask, understands 
that what he said was foolish, in a sense, which leads me to believe 
that all this was just his attention getting. Because he was done with 
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his work, there were two or three other kids done, and there were two 
or three kids working, but he was bored and didn’t want to just sit 
there and he wanted to talk, he didn’t want to write any more or he 
didn’t want to type anymore. He wanted to talk—he loves to talk. 
These stories, he wants to be, he wants to be almost this ruling 
king figure, this head, kind of the head of the school, you know, the 
jock, and the intelligence, and everything—he wants to be all of that 
with these other kids, unfortunately, a lot of these other kids see that 
that’s not the case, and it’s something he wishes for. 
[In situations like these,] I’ve made decisions that he hadn’t 
agreed with in the past, and although he expressed his dislike of it, he 
was willing to accept it and move on. I’m not sure I can answer that as 
far as students are concerned, but, I’m only speaking experience of 
myself, and he was more than willing to let bygones be bygones and 
move on with things. 
I’ve seen him confronted by faculty in front of other students 
which didn’t work out so well, because again he didn’t want to look 
like the bad guy in front of the kids, versus myself in an instance 
where I’ve confronted him behind closed doors, and he was 
immediately calm, no matter what, and listening. Although he did 
express his opinion, he would still be calm and listen to what I had to 
say. I’d have him repeat back what I said and I ask him if he 
understands it, and he would do well with that. Very cooperative with 
me. I’ve never had a problem as far as confrontations with him. He’d 
never argue with me or storm out on me or anything of the sort, like 
- that. He is always very well behaved in that manner. 
Again, there is a very clear sense in which Mr. Pilsudski’s portrait 
intersects with that offered by Curt Keady, Mark’s stepfather. Both see the 
need for consistent and perhaps brusque discipline with Mark. Both see the 
lack of this sort of discipline on the part of others who deal with Mark as a 
personal failing. While Mr. Pilsudski did not comment directly on this as Curt 
had, he seems to imply it when he compares Mark’s reactions to his 
disciplinary actions with Mark’s reactions to other faculty interventions. As 
Mr. Pilsudski developed his portrait of Mark along this line, he eventually 
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came to specifically discuss the nature of disability as he viewed it— 
something that very few other teachers had offered. 
I think that leads back to what we talked about before, with 
having that shield, that cover-up in front of the kids where he doesn’t 
want them to see that he’s a bit different than some of them. Even 
though all the kids here are different, he doesn’t want them to see him 
being different, which I think then leads into all the other stuff we 
talked about—him wanting to be like all these athletes, and him 
wanting to be the popular person, and he does looks up to some of the 
kids at school, some of the older kids who are more “popular,” he tries 
to be friends with them. I think it’s of the utmost importance to him. I 
think he feels that he’s “not normal” and I think that’s one of the issues 
that he deals with on a daily basis. He knows that he doesn’t 
understand something, or he knows that he can’t do a particular thing 
in sports, and he’ll try to cover up in other ways or he’ll talk about 
how he knows how to do it, and he may know how to do it, but he just 
can’t physically for whatever reasons, whether it’s hand-eye 
coordination, or strength, or whatever it may be. And I think that’s 
where he gets a lot of his stories from, where he wishes he could do 
some of these things and he can’t. And he knows that and he realizes 
that. 
I asked Mr. Pilsudski to react to Mark’s concept of his disability as 
somehow an entity separate from himself and as somehow determined by how 
others view him: 
That shows exactly his inability to deal with his disability. It 
seems to me that it shows he has no control over it. When it comes up, 
although he realizes it’s there, and he doesn’t understand how to do 
something, doesn’t understand how to deal with something, doesn’t 
understand how to verbally say something, he doesn’t know how to 
handle it—he doesn’t know what to do, and it could be at any time 
from what he says there, and there’s no way to catch it ahead of time. 
I think he can’t see, he can’t preview in his mind what’s going to 
happen, maybe, in certain situations until all of a sudden it happens 
and it’s too late. And it could be when he reacts to something, too. 
Maybe a social situation where it could have been handled very simply 
and calmly and easily where he might blow up, and that may be 
something where he isn’t thinking before he does something because 
of whatever disabilities or abilities that he has. That’s where maybe 
it’s coming out without any, what did he say there? Without any 
without any control. That could be in the classroom after a teacher 
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explains something and he goes to, or he gets halfway through it and 
then he gets lost, he becomes off track, he becomes sidetracked with 
talking with other kids, whatever it may be, and then he might realize 
that what he did was wrong, and say, “There it is again, there is that 
disability coming out.” I think he over-uses it sometimes. 
I think that he knows that he has disabilities, but he doesn’t 
want to accept it. However, when a negative situation comes up, that’s 
when he puts the blame on the disability. If everything is positive, 
then there’s no disability. As soon as something negative happens, I 
think that could be what he’s talking about there, that’s when he uses 
the disability excuse. However as far as an individual, he’s very 
creative, he’s very funny, he’s generally a good-hearted kid—he tries 
and tries and tries in everything he does, as I said earlier. Certain 
situations where I’ve seen him help other kids, which was very nice. 
There’s times when he is more serious than others, I guess, in those 
serious times I’ve seen him really concentrate on the work that he 
does. He really puts effort into just about everything that I see, 
especially sports, because he enjoys it so much; however, he does have 
the limitations—intellect-wise and I think physical-wise as well. 
I’m not sure if he really understands. This is confusing to me, 
because if he wasn’t at Harbert Hill, would he be thinking that people 
are treating him a different way? If he was in a regular public school, 
would he feel as though he was being treated another way? I think 
because he has that label, and because people tell him that he is, then 
he feels as though he’s treated differently. I don’t necessarily think 
that he’s treated any differently than anybody else. He’s taught 
differently—yes. But as far as treatment, yes this school is different 
because we take more time and we take personal interest in a lot of the 
kids, maybe that is something he’s not used to, and he looks at it as 
being treated differently, but I don’t see it that way. 
I think that maybe he looks at someone who’s paralyzed, and is 
disabled and can’t use their legs, and he feels as though he has all 
these moving parts and working brain. He maybe associates those two 
with the disabled person who can’t do things, but he feels he can do 
them, it’s just in a different way, which is true, I guess. In certain 
instances. So when he hears that “disabled,” he automatically thinks 
of “I can’t do something” and I think that frustrates him and says, “Yes 
I can do it and I will do it somehow.” 
I think that maybe he just sees the two sides of himself, where 
he is this good person and his disability is this bad part of him that he, 
again, either can’t deal with or has a tough time dealing with and he 
may look at that negatively and bad, but not necessarily evil, I don’t 
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think. Maybe it becomes the normal side that he sees and that he is 
versus the disabled side that which he has the tough time with. I think 
he recognizes it, like I said earlier, and however, he does feel as 
though the disabled side may create situations for him that aren’t 
favorable for him. 
I don’t treat him differently, I think maybe he is cut a little 
more slack, if you will, in certain situations where we understand 
certain chemical things might take over, which then, we may have a 
little more patience for. But as far as his interactions and things of that 
nature, and his discussions that we have about whatever may be, I 
don’t think he’s treated any differently whatsoever. 
While Mr. Pilsudski seemed to locate “disabilities” within Mark—as 
part of Mark, at the same time it was evident that even Mr. Pilsudski seemed 
reluctant to use the term disability in a manner that was consistent with the 
prevailing constructions of disability within research literature. During the 
interview, Mr. Pilsudski seemed to be using “disabilities” more as 
synonymous with “difficulties” or academic/social “weaknesses” (like failure 
to retain skill development) as he does in the following, rather than as the 
explanation for those difficulties or weaknesses. 
His weakness would be probably his misinterpreting situations 
or topics of discussion. He’ll listen, he’ll be attentive in class, he’ll 
shake his head yes, he understands; however, I think the weakness 
comes where he will then maybe not ask for help at times, trying to 
trick us into believing that he knows what’s going on. His effort is, 
like I said, great—he doesn’t retain as much as many of the kids here. 
I shouldn’t be comparing him to the other kids, I guess. His retention 
level is not, I could teach him something on Monday, and by Friday 
he’ll have no idea that we did that on Monday. For what reason I 
don’t know—interest maybe. Because if you talk about sports on 
Monday and you talk about them on Friday, he could recite everything 
to you. So I’m not sure exactly where that comes from, but I know 
there’s been a few instances already this year where we were working 
on sentences, and in one particular paper, he wrote two pages work 
and had two periods in the whole paper. And, so I went back and we 
reviewed it and I asked him what was wrong with it, and when I asked 
him what was wrong with it he had no idea at first, until I said “how 
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about punctuation?” and soon as I mentioned the word punctuation, he 
looked and said, oh, there’s only two periods. So I had him go through 
it and we worked through it and fixed everything, capitalized, periods, 
all that grammar, and two weeks later, three weeks later whenever we 
started the next project, I get the same thing from him. It didn’t click 
in that two weeks ago we had the same problem with no punctuation, 
as with this paper, that was only a page long and had only three 
periods in it or four periods in it. Those type of things. He doesn’t 
retain that. I’m not sure where it’s coming from. 
Again paralleling Curt’s portrait of Mark, Mr. Pilsudski made note of 
the difficulty of defining what might be considered a novel situation (much 
like Curt had done with the notion of transitions), and made a point very 
similar to Curt’s point about Mark’s interest in accomplishing something 
having a great affect on the outcome. The similarities between Mr. 
Pilsudski’s view here and Curt’s story about Mark’s initiative in contacting a 
Coast Guard recruiter were striking: 
[Regarding his management of novel situation], I’m just using 
that as an instance, I don’t want to say that this happens all of the time, 
but what defines novel for him is what—if you look at it that way, then 
education to him is novel, versus athletics is of utmost importance, 
which I think is probably true. I think that it’s probably true. I don’t 
think he puts in, he’s not as interested, he doesn’t put the time in as far 
as he does with the athletics. If we could put education on TV and put 
it into basketball somehow and count the dribbles in a basketball 
game, he’d probably would be able to do it. Which makes it difficult. 
I think that Mark has the ability to do pretty much anything that 
we ask him if we could put the way we want it done and what we want 
done in his terms and in what he’ll understand, what he’ll like, you 
know of something he’s interested in like basketball, athletics or 
whatever it may be, something that he’s really interested in. If we 
could put what we wanted him to learn into those types of situations, I 
think that he could pretty much deal, understand, converse about a lot 
of different things that he doesn’t do now and be successful with it. 
At the same time, I don’t think that he’d do well [in a public 
school]. He doesn’t have the resources to go to or the people to see 
him. He would get lost in the shuffle, lost in the classroom, there’s too 
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many kids. If there’s four or five kids in the room, the teacher can go 
around and see who’s doing what and get them on the right track 
before the end of the period, versus if you have thirty kids in the 
classroom, you can’t do that. Mark is, like I said before, is more than 
willing to cooperate and work with you as far as his education goes, 
but if he can sit back and make pretend he’s doing everything the 
correct way, then he will, and people are not going to catch that in a 
public school, especially in a large public school. Again, I think that’s 
the reason that he wants to go back there is that feeling of normality 
that he wants being at the public school like everyone is, and not being 
at this private school that he’s at. The amount of time it takes him to 
do certain tasks, handwriting, typing, doing something correct the first 
time and not becoming off track so you have to do it three or four 
times over with—those are things that would hold him back in a public 
school. 
Socially he would have a really, really hard time I think. A lot 
of those stories, like I said earlier before, he would be telling stories to 
these kids, and these kids would be just destroying the poor kid. And 
of course that would be a very negative effect on him—I think he 
would become depressed and not very happy about his situation. He 
has a feeling of safety here and I don’t think in a public school he 
would have that feeling of safety at all. And I think that the biggest 
thing would be athletics for him, too. Like I said, he enjoys it, he tries, 
but as far as making an athletic team in a public school with all the 
competition that is there, I don’t think he’d have the skills to do that 
which I think would be devastating for him, whereas here at Harbert 
Hill he’s able to play and do pretty well. 
He would tell people he would [make the team at public 
school], but I think reality may tell him otherwise. He would 
definitely want to try. He would definitely want to become involved, 
but that’s tough. I’m not sure how he’d feel there. The reason that it 
confuses me because there’s time when he’s in reality and there’s time 
when he’s not. And that’s where it becomes tough to deal with him at 
times, when he becomes confused with reality there. 
If, after high school, he can find something of interest to him, which 
may be even a job that is unrealistic for him, Mark may find when he 
goes out into the world, he might try a few different things that he will 
not succeed in. And I have a feeling that that’s the way it might be, 
unfortunately. I think he’ll have a problem in a job where he has to 
deal with a lot of people. Or he has to be quick on his feet and think 
very quickly. He often will need time to kind of mull through 
everything. So I think maybe some kind of laboring job of sorts, 
might be something he’ll do well in. Something that he knows he 
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needs to go here and do this and put this particular item on that shelf or 
whatever it may be. Stack this lumber over there, or grocery store, 
where he knows what has to be done and doesn’t have to be explained 
consistently what to do. 
In summary, Mr. Pilsudski offered this: 
I think Mark is an individual who is very hardworking and 
oftentimes runs into situations where he doesn’t understand what is 
happening, or doesn’t understand how to deal with the situations that 
he’s in. He may, he has many different reactions—it may be a very 
serious issue which he doesn’t understand, and it may be a very simple 
issue that he understands but takes a little too far. He has a tough time 
dealing with different situations and recognizing these situations. But 
yet he has this comical and friendly side and he’s a generally a good 
kid. 
6.7 Mr. Narcissv’s Portrait of Mark 
I have Mark Reagan in the newspaper class. I would say that 
he's easily distracted. He's passionate about things he likes, which is 
good in a newspaper class, however, he sometimes goes off on 
tangents. It's hard for him to differentiate between what's necessary 
information and what's unnecessary information. Which is key in 
writing an article, so he likes to, it's almost like he enjoys the clutter of 
all this information and he likes to focus on it verbally, but when it 
comes down to coming across with information in his writing, he has a 
hard time. 
I think, although I haven't had him as a student before, but I 
have experienced him in study hall, I think that might be more the case 
in study hall rather than class, and I don't know. He has this "entity" 
saying when you should act inappropriate or when you should act 
appropriate. In class, because the internet is a great vehicle for him, 
because he can bounce from thing to thing to thing, and because of this 
World Series junk that he was covering, and he was passionate about 
the New York Yankees, he was able to stay focused within a certain 
set of parameters (basically, the internet), as long as he was able to 
maintain some sort of focus and print out all the articles he wanted and 
then go over them with me, he was okay. But given the opportunity 
for his disability to rear it's ugly head, I guess, if he had an interaction 
with another student, if he was getting more verbose than usual, and 
someone said something to him, that's when he reacts. I think that's 
when the devil kicks in, I guess. 
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Another student in the class was an avid Mets fan, and they 
would go back and forth—Mets and Yankees, Mets and Yankees—and 
rather than have an intelligent discussion about the pros and cons of 
each team, he would just get out of hand. Silly-out of hand. Not 
abusive, but it was almost like that Miller Light commercial, less 
filling—great taste, very repetitive. No basis in fact, and then he goes 
off on another tangent with that. So instead of addressing the other 
student directly, he would turn to me and say can you believe that so- 
and-so said this. And he would pull out the information but he could 
never address this to the other student. 
He knows that caring adults aren't going to shut him down the 
same way that a student is going to shut him down. I would tell him 
that he needs to get back to work, or that was great, good information, 
but can you put it down on paper where the other student might tell 
him he was wrong, or he was stupid, or he didn't know what he was 
talking about. So I think it's about a kind of level of comfort with 
certain people. Which was evident in his study hall last year. Last 
year and this year. 
I'll just stick with what I know. The area of writing—he's able 
to express what he has to say fairly well. There are some grammatical 
errors, but he's able to at least put down information that he wants to 
put on the paper. He can paraphrase from another article fine. When 
he's passionate about a subject—he'll give everything he has to it. 
When he—went around with the tape recorder to tape record the 
responses of people about the [unintelligible], and he was able to 
transcribe what they said onto paper. I think his weakness is his lack 
of focus when he's not passionate about something. In study hall he 
likes to seek every bit of negative attention. 
Socially he doesn't know when he crosses the line of being 
obtrusive. He's an affable enough kid, but he has a hard time 
differentiating between being overbearing and not. I would say that 
his maturity level is not up to par with his age. I think he still lacks in 
that department. But I don't know that he knows what an appropriate 
relationship between a girl and a boy is yet. I think he has pretty 
grandiose ideas—and I guess fantasies about women that he has minor 
interactions with. Taken from his mind and say that he was involved 
in a relationship with these women, and quite frankly, I think he just 
walked into the trade. He likes to brag about that—I know, I think part 
of that is age, but I also think that it's who Mark—it could be part of 
his disability, it could be a whole bunch of things. He could be trying 
to impress his peers; he could be trying to impress me or other teachers 
that he talks to. 
I asked Mr. Narcissy how he thought the social difficulties that he had 
described related to Mark’s disability. His commentary here was very interesting. 
Simultaneously, he minimized the importance of official, medical diagnoses 
(suggesting that if he were to depend on these, he “might as well go into medicine”) 
but also objectified the concept of disability more than any other teacher had done by 
suggesting that for learning disabled students, “that disability, whether they were 
diagnosed last year or ten years ago, has made them who they are.” At first glance, 
the seeming contradictions in these positions were startling to me. 
If I started thinking of kids as ADD, NLD, or ADHD, instead 
of who they are, that would be doing a disservice. The kids are who 
they are. In whatever areas that need to be addressed, I'm going to 
address them as people as individuals, rather than Mr. NLD. Because 
if I was just addressing the disability, I might as well go into medicine. 
Trying to find the magic pill, trying to find the cure-all. I'm here to do 
the whole package—social, academic, everything, pragmatic—Mark 
doesn't just display ADD or NLD or whatever the D he is, constantly. 
He's Mark—he's NLD, ADHD Mark, he's a combination of both, so 
how can I just separate his diagnosis from the person he is. 
I give those [student] profiles [provided by the school] a 
cursory glance, you know, somebody tells me that I need to pay 
particular attention to a certain student, and what his areas of need are, 
I'll look at that and try to find out how I can attack the disability or his 
area of need, but I don't know that I, I can't classify. I don't classify a 
certain behavior as originating from a disability—it's just a behavior 
that needs to be dealt with. And I look at the student to try to deal with 
that—if I know that a certain tactic works with another student, it 
doesn't mean that it's going to work with Mark. 
I can't look at him as NLD and Mark, he should know that the 
disability is part of who he is—rather than just a separate thing that 
affects him at different times. Because it's not at different times, 
obviously, because he wakes up in the morning and he's NLD. He 
goes through the day and he's NLD. He's Mark. He goes to bed as 
Mark. I think a kid growing up with this disability their whole life, by 
the time they get here, that disability, whether they were diagnosed last 
year or ten years ago, has made them who they are. 
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In reflecting on this, however, it became evident that Mr. Narcissy was 
not simply locating a disability within Mark—as Mark’s parents had. Rather, 
he seemed to be suggesting that the disability existed in Mark in the sense that 
it was socially constructed there by prevailing notions of disability. The 
qualities that were assembled into supposedly meaningful categories of 
disability by those in “medicine” were qualities that were “just Mark” in Mr. 
Narcissy’s view. Mr. Narcissy clarified this, adding: 
In other words, the person that sits before you in class is not 
just NLD, it's Joe. That has shaped him in how he views the world and 
how he deals with the world, and not just how he learns, but 
everything he does. Their personal relations, their parental relations, 
peer relations—everything. It's affected him in some way. Be it self¬ 
esteem, be it not being able to read, be it inter-personal skills, all of 
that is wrapped up into one big package. 
For learning disabilities [as opposed to physical disabilities], not all 
the students have visible signs that they're learning disabled, so people 
have a different view of them. So of course it's going to affect them 
differently, because here you see an able-bodied person in front of you 
being a teacher, or a neighbor, or whatever, and you tell him not to do 
something or ask him a question and the processing speed hasn't gotten 
through, of course they're going to look at the person like they're 
stupid, and that's going to affect how that kid views the world and 
views people. And views themselves. And people are more willing to 
give somebody with a physical deformity or disability more latitude. 
In Mr. Narcissy’s assessment of Mark’s athletic skill his comments about a “fantasy 
world” were a striking reminder of something that Mark’s mother had said: “.. .he 
just saw the world from his own eyes—that was it.” Mr. Narcissy’s assessment of 
Mark’s athletic ability stands in stark contrast to that of some others, including Mark 
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and Mr. Lovell (who saw Mark as in the “top 30% of the participating athletes on 
campus”). Interestingly, he relates this to a tendency toward “grandiosity” and then 
to Mark’s disability specifically. 
I would say that [Mark’s view of his athletic skill] might be a 
little bit of grandiosity also. Maybe that's part of his disability too—he 
can't see, he sees the world from Mark's point of view and that's it. He 
doesn't have the fundamental skills as a basketball player now— 
maybe—he knows how to dribble, sort of, he knows how to shoot, sort 
of, he knows how to play defense, sort of—but I know in his mind he 
is the next coming of Michael Jordan, so I think there's a definite clash 
between reality and fantasy there. 
This extends to other areas, also. Like I said with the women it 
does, I think, I guess I could even say that about the Yankees—I never 
heard him talk about any team before until the Yankees made the 
playoffs, to tell you the truth. I don't know—he associates himself 
with the winner—with the Yankees—and he feels like a winner. He 
associates himself with being good in sports, like with basketball, until 
he's Michael Jordan. He associates himself with these random 
meetings with women, and he's Casanova. 
I think that might be tied up in his grandiosity that he, of course 
in his mind he can make it there, and in his mind he can probably play 
on the varsity basketball team, date the captain of the cheerleaders; it's 
almost like he lives in a little bit of a fantasy world, sometimes. 
I don't think he can hear that from other students. I think he 
can hear it gently from faculty, but I think that if anything goes counter 
to what he believes, he discounts it right away as bogus events. I think 
that's pervasive throughout anything he does—be it social, academic, 
everything. 
Academically, I try to reel him in to look at one thing—instead 
of looking at the Yankees, to look at one game or one person. I got to 
do that with his reports on the soccer games here—he wants to do all 
the athletics, the athletics program, I told him to focus to focus on 
varsity or j.v. soccer, one or the other, or cross country, and he chose 
j.v. soccer because that's what he plays on. So, and then when he 
starts talking about all these girls, I tell him I don't believe you. Right 
away—22, 23 year old girls that are calling him up. And I said there's 
no way—are they your cousins or something? There's no way a 23 
year old girl is going to be calling a 17 year old boy in high school. 
No way! He assures me that it's so, and I just tell him that I don't 
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believe him, and I can't talk to him about it. And then he just waits for 
another inopportune time to come up and tell me again about the same 
girl. You know, two years ago, was it 2 or 1 we went down to EHS 
Greenwich for a basketball game? I saw him, because he was a 
graduate of that program, a girl came up to him and said hi, do you 
remember me? And he said "yes" and this other girl that was with her 
said that she remembered him also. She was flirting with him. Mark 
looked right through her and walked away. So I went up to him, this is 
right when I started to get to know him, and I said "Mark, why did 
you—you turned your back right on that girl who was obviously 
flirting with you a little bit? Why didn't you say something to the 
effect of'no I don't remember you, but I'll never forget you now"' and 
he said to me, "oh I wish I did." And he brings it up two years later 
every time somebody talks to him and I'm around. "This is Mr. 
Narcissy—he teaches me how to pick up girls." So, from that one line, 
I am now his pick-up-girls-mentor. That's what I'm talking about— 
this exaggeration of facts. 
I think that there is some semblance of truth in everything that 
he says—but I think that his mind works in such a way that it just 
snowballs into this big thing and he's talked about it so much he's 
convinced that it's the truth. 
Asked to provide a closing anecdote that captured his view of Mark 
and Mark’s disability, Mr. Narcissy offered: 
That one story about the Greenwich thing really sticks in my 
mind because he brought it up to one of his uncles or whoever was 
here besides his father on parents’ day. That's how he introduced 
me—not as Mr. Narcissy, the Newspaper teacher, but here it was, I'm 
just this guy who's teaching him how to be a gigolo. It's a little bit 
disconcerting to me because I was viewing it as a trivial thing—it was 
just one comment out of a million I've made. It's almost like the axis, 
he spins on with me. 
6.8 Summary 
The defining characteristic of this group of portraits, constructed by 
Mark’s teachers, is their diversity. While grouped together here because they 
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seem to share a common reluctance to categorize Mark or to reify his 
disability, beyond that important similarity, these portraits seem to be 
remarkable more for their differences than anything else. 
It is important to take care in interpreting this diversity. The 
inclination may be to look for the kernel of truth within each portrait, to look 
for the commonalities and to extract those commonalities as the essence of 
Mark. This would be a mistake and would discount the value of each 
participant’s story as a way of understanding and making sense of the world. 
In fact, engaging in such a project runs counter to the central assumption on 
which this study was based: that all knowledge is contextualized and local. 
Following this principle, it is precisely the diversity among these portraits that 
is telling. Descriptions of Mark as an athlete provide an outstanding example 
of this. 
The diverse ways in which Mark’s athletic knowledge and prowess are 
described by various participants is indeed indicative of the ways in which 
concepts are socially constructed. In Mr. Lovell’s portrait, Mark is an 
accomplished athlete who has extensive knowledge of professional sports. 
Mr. Pilsudski, contrastingly, constructs Mark as a hardworking player who 
cannot accept the difficulties that he has with eye-hand coordination. These 
two constructions of Mark could not be more different, but again, it is 
important not to accept one or the other as closer to some objective truth about 
Mark; both are true, locally, within the contexts in which they were 
conceived. 
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CHAPTER 7 
RECOGNIZING DISABILITY 
7.1 Introduction 
This chapter develops several portraits of Mark constructed from the interview 
data gathered with school administrators and other professional personnel: the dean 
of students, the director of education, Mark’s psychological counselor, and the speech 
and language pathologist at Harbert Hill School. Within the “solar system” model 
that I have developed as an organizing principle for the presentation of data analysis, 
the group of portraits offered here represents the outermost “orbit” around Mark. 
While each of the four people whose portraits of Mark are featured here had 
considerable and regular interaction with Mark, they did not have the level of daily 
interaction and routine with Mark that other participants in the study had. 
As a group, these portraits of Mark offer a more clinical approach to the 
understanding of disability and of Mark as disabled. All four participants’ portraits 
included is this section develop a more self-consciously theoretical notion of learning 
disabity(ies). In contrast to the very intimate and perhaps idiosyncratic portraits of 
Mark developed by Mark’s teachers, the portraits here focus to a greater extent on the 
notion of disability as important in and of itself. In conducting the interviews, I had 
the sense that the participants included in this section had a type of meta-awareness of 
the possible political consequences of the opinions and concepts that they were 
sharing that I had not experienced with other participants. In retrospect, this seems 
likely to be the consequence of the difference roles that teachers and other 
educational professionals have at Harbert Hill School and perhaps more generally in 
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the field of education. Teachers seemed more comfortable speaking for themselves 
only, expecting that their opinions would be understood as theirs alone. The 
participants in this section (again, school administrators and ancillary professional 
staff) seemed more guarded and circumspect in their characterizations of Mark and of 
learning disabilities, concerned that their personal understanding of learning 
disabilities might be understood by others as a statement of the mission and 
orientation of Harbert Hill School more generally. Despite this self-consciousness 
about the wider implications of their opinions, I was also struck by the depth of 
knowledge about Mark that these participants demonstrated and their excitement in 
discussing a student for whom they clearly had considerable affection and concern. 
Three of the four participants included in this section construct a notion of 
disability that is consistent with the prevailing medical model of learning disabilities 
(Carrier, 1987; Murphy, 1992; Luna, 1997), and based to varying degrees on the 
assumption that learning disabilities are a consequence of neurology only. For these 
participants, the locus of Mark’s disability is clearly within Mark, though there are 
interesting differences between the various constructions of disability that these 
participants offer. 
The fourth participant included in this section, Mr. Giraldo (the director of 
education at Harbert Hill School), consciously constructs a less medical and more 
interactionist theory of learning disabilities (Wixon & Lipson, 1991) that focused on 
the differential alignment of students skills with educational, familial, and cultural 
expectations. Also interesting was the degree to which Mr. Giraldo seemed 
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consciously to be articulating a coherent theory of learning disabilities in addition to 
constructing a portrait of Mark from this perspective. At one point in the interview, 
Mr. Giraldo comments on this, directly: 
This is going to sound odd coming from someone who works at a 
school for learning disabled students, but I have a difficulty with the 
traditional definition of learning disabilities, especially the way NLD, 
for example, gets described as a very concrete sort of thing. Like, 
here’s the menu—if you get enough of these things, then you’re NLD. 
And you are NLD—like that’s a thing to be—you can be this disorder 
or that disorder. I think a much more practical way to look at is think 
of each kid having some set of characteristics that you can notice about 
the kid in some particular context. I don’t even know that it would 
always be the same. In other words, you can take a kid here and say 
here are the real difficulties that he faces—and then put him in another 
school, or put him on a trip to the mall on the weekend, and it’s a 
whole different experience. 
It is with Mr. Giraldo’s portrait of Mark that I conclude this chapter, offering 
it perhaps as a bridge to the discussion and implications chapter that follows. 
In many ways, Mr. Giraldo’s portrait of Mark allowed me to begin to consider 
the political implications of the many constructions of disability that various 
participants had constructed. I begin the chapter, however, with Mr. Sanders’s 
portrait of Mark, a portrait that locates Mark in some ways as consistent with 
a model of NLD that references the syndrome of assets and deficits offered by 
Rourke (1989) as the definitive description of the “disorder.” 
7.2 Mr. Sanders’s Portrait of Mark 
I’m a speech and language pathologist at Harbert Hill and 
worked with Mark for the last, this is my third year of working with 
him, usually in a 1:1 situation, sometimes in a small group. He’s in 
2:1 situation now, and we work on things related to language 
development, language skills, memory, strategies, social skills, and 
things like that. 
1 
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I see him as a young man with a lot of energy, a lot of 
imagination, a lot of good knowledge. A good sense of humor. He 
can tell a good story. All of those things, so he does have a lot to bring 
to the table in positive ways. 
It was evident that Mr. Sanders had offered these things that Mark “bringfs] to 
the table in positive ways” as a prelude to or to offset a description of the 
significant difficulties that Mark demonstrates and which, perhaps, he saw as 
more definitive of Mark on the whole. Mr. Sanders then spoke at length about 
Mark, developing a profile of Mark’s academic, social, and personal 
characteristics as he saw them: 
The flip side of that is that he does have some difficulties with 
staying on topic; he has some difficulties with consistency of his work. 
And oftentimes, one of his biggest issues, for example writing 
definitions of things, is he gets too detailed, and when I do a word 
association task with him, where he has to name, for example, as many 
things as he can think of in a room in thirty seconds, he’ll start naming 
things, but then he’ll get fixated on the strobe, the light that keeps 
blinking on and off and he takes fifteen seconds describing the strobe. 
A lot of the times he just provides too much detail. He seems to go 
overboard on a lot of different things—social skills-wise, he’s 
overpowering, sometimes, with some of his peers. But, on the other 
hand, when he’s focused and when he’s relaxed, he certainly can have 
a lot of good information to add and a good sense of humor. He can 
be quite funny. He does have difficulty with strategies for memory, 
very specific short-term memory, long-term memory issues. Getting 
things into an active working memory type of mode—he uses a lot of 
mnemonic devices, sometimes gets so lost in the little device he’s 
trying to use that he forgets what he’s talking about or forgets what 
he’s trying to remember. Sometimes right before vacation he can 
become very, very excited and very hard to sort of control himself and 
for others to control him. He can become very fixated on a topic—the 
other day at lunch, he wanted to tell me a joke, and the other staff 
person sitting with me said, “Well, first, Mark, you need to go get 
some lunch.” He said, “Well, just a minute.” “No, you need to go get 
some lunch.” “No, I’m going to tell Mr. Sanders.. .just a minute.” 
“No, you need to go get some lunch.” The whole broken record thing, 
and finally that didn’t end, until I said, “No Mark—I’m not going to 
listen to you until you follow the request of the staff person and go get 
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some lunch.” And then he did, and then he told me his joke. A lot of 
things that he does he can do well, but it really is a matter of focus I 
think overall. 
He has a fairly good vocabulary, he has general knowledge— 
it’s right on par. I’m not too sure of his math skills, per say. His 
spelling is below grade level. Most of the work I do with him is oral 
and verbal, and not so much written, so I don’t have a real good handle 
on that. But we certainly do work on the development of ideas and 
things like that, and like I said, he can come up with very good ideas 
but he often goes off track with them, so that I imagine his writing 
skills would also need that development of focus. Cognitively I know 
that his language development and verbal skills are within the average 
range, generally, and the performance skills are a little bit lower. 
This reference to the “average range” and later “grade levels” was 
indicative of the approach that Mr. Sanders took in constructing his 
conceptualization of disability. 
As I said, one of the big things that I’m working with him on is 
consistency, so hopefully maybe over time he’ll be able to bring some 
of those scores up a little bit, because his skills and strategies will 
begin to develop. In terms of his exact academic skills, I don’t have 
the grade levels right in my mind right now. 
He can leam from past experiences selectively. He tells some 
great stories, he can relate experiences that he’s had, he can tell you 
what he’s learned from them. He can pick up things from previous 
sessions, but just on the flip side of that, we can discuss something at 
length one time and a week later discuss it again, and it’s like we never 
had the first conversation. Or he can have a partial memory of things. 
So it really runs the gamut. 
I think a large part of it is attention focusing. Many times 
when I’m talking with him anyway, I know that I can just see it in his 
eyes that he’s thinking of something else or maybe he’s thinking two 
or three steps ahead of what we’re talking about now. A lot of times 
he has these stories he wants to tell you so if you’re talking or reading 
a question for listening comprehension, and it reminded him of a boat 
trip he took with his dad, you can just see it in his eyes that he’s 
working on the boat trip story and he’s not paying attention to what 
you have. It’s particularly visible when I have him in a class other 
than just he and I. When there’s another person talking in the room, 
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and you can see that half the time he’s just not listening to what 
they’re saying—he’s working on his own angle of this thing, so I think 
that’s a large part of his attention and focus. 
Speaking about Mark’s ability to focus his attention, Mr. Sanders 
offered the following. It was interesting to compare this with others’ views of 
Mark’s ability to focus. Mr. Sanders’s perspective seems to be something of a 
compromise between Curt’s notion that Mark chooses to focus or not to focus, 
that Mark’s problems are largely the result of “incestuous laziness,” and 
Susan’s tendency to look critically on her and other’s inability to understand 
what Mark needed at an early age. Interestingly, Mr. Sanders characterizes 
Mark’s ability to focus as related to a “specific type of intelligence,” that is 
dependent metaphorically upon “brain waves.” There is clearly the sense 
here, and throughout, that Mark’s disability exists within Mark and maybe 
even specifically within Mark’s brain. 
Like most kids, if they’re interested, Mark like many of us kids 
or adults, whatever, when we’re working on something we’re not 
interested in it’s a lot harder to focus the attention then when we’re 
working on something that we have a high interest in. It’s like the 
main, specific type of intelligence, that it certainly helps when the 
brain waves are all working on something we like doing. 
As others had, Mr. Sanders also focused on the social difficulties that 
he perceived Mark having. Again, Mr. Sanders’s comment that these 
difficulties are “typical of students.. .who are NLD” is instructive: 
I think my impression of Mark and social friendships are that 
he has some friends, but I think they’re friendships probably on a more 
superficial level, and I think a lot of the other kids just sort of turn off 
to him when he’s in one of those modes, like I said, particularly before 
vacation where he’s just on overdrive, and I think they just turn off to 
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him and you know, that’s Mark and let him go. I don’t see him with 
any real solid friendships, although that might just be my limited 
experience with him. 
We’ve done discussions in class on discourse, and if you’re 
talking with someone and you want to keep the conversation going, 
what do you do? Asking questions, for example, is an excellent thing 
to do—not talking too much, just ask more questions. And how do 
you do that? And, he can talk about that—so in other words he knows 
the strategy. I think it’s very typical of students, particularly those 
who are NLD where they know the strategy, they can talk to you about 
the strategy, but in terms of implementing it, like I said before, 
oftentimes he is working on something else in the conversation other 
than what you’re talking about. So I think that has ramifications in 
terms of his interactions with other kids. He tends to be rather 
egocentric in interactions. 
In past years, particularly in the first year I worked with him, 
he would come in with these stories, and my basic response to his 
stories often were, “Mark, are you sure?” because what he was telling 
me was, without even knowing the people involved, it was just one of 
those situations where, you know, you could never see it on TV just 
because it was too outlandish. But, when you question him about it, 
he’d say “no, that’s true, that’s true.” This year he seems to be a little 
bit more realistic and on target for many of those things, but I think 
he’s one of those people where if he’s telling a story, and you’re 
leaning forward and smiling and interacting and you’re into the story, 
the story is going to keep going. If you’re not interacting with the 
story, it may still go, because he sometimes has trouble reading the 
nonverbal cues about it, but I think soon he doesn’t necessarily push it 
as far. He’s very free with facts; I think that sometimes he just gets 
into the story—he gets so into it that he starts embellishing with the 
facts, and throwing these things around, to the point where then it’s 
very hard to take his statement back. He told me a story, I don’t 
remember the details of it, but he told me a sailing story one time 
when he was sailing with his father. And it was something where the 
sharks were jumping up and taking people over. You know, it was just 
too much, but I tried everything I could do to give him a graceful way 
of bowing out of the story, and bringing him back to reality and it 
wouldn’t by itself. I think part of it is perception, but I think a large 
part of it is he gets so into it and he’s so impressed, his desire to 
impress you and to interact with you that sometimes he thinks he needs 
to embellish his story to the point where he can’t, to the point of no 
return. 
Another issue is that he just doesn’t know how to keep a 
conversation going. He and I have talked about discourse and the 
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whole issue about asking questions and whatever, and every time that 
we’ve tried something around those lines, now again, the point is that 
in conversation you should ask questions of the other person to keep 
them talking, and whenever he tried something like that he would start 
off and do a good job up until a point, but then he can’t help it. Then 
he starts telling you about the trip with his father where the boat 
almost sank, and the whale came by. He just cannot almost stop 
himself from doing it, and then you give him the high sign, and he 
goes “oh yea, I’m not supposed to do that.” So he has some level of 
understanding of these things but his ability to do them is quite a 
different factor. He could probably sit in his room right now and tell 
you and I how he should interact with that new group of students 
coming onto campus. 
The idea of what holds him back from implementing those 
strategies that he can talk about are he just gets caught up in the 
emotions of the moment. He gets caught up on those new faces, and 
“Are they liking me—are they not liking me?” When you add all 
those things, it just begins to short circuit and then he has his strategy 
of what he’s trying to do. Part of what I’m trying to do in class is get 
him to be consistent and then I’m going to start adding time as a 
factor, adding different distractions in the room, to see if he can start 
building up a wall strength against those things, and I think that’s what 
he needs to do with social skills too. 
On the other hand, like I said, he is very funny. He can be 
quite sarcastic and he can catch the fine lines of some humor. A lot of 
the work that we’ve done is on idioms, and getting him to understand 
what an idiom is and what they mean, and not only what they mean, 
but also begin to use them, and he’s really done quite well in that. So 
with that intellectual level, he can get it in a nice calm, one to one or 
two to one classroom, he can understand those idioms. But if we were 
sitting at a table, and he was trying to tell a joke, and somebody says 
some type of a sarcastic remark, like “If you don’t stop talking Mark,. 
you’re tongue is going to fall into the ground” or “You’re a liar—your 
nose is going to keep growing, Mark.” Even if he knew the 
connection there, I’m not so sure he would be able to say “Oh, they’re 
implying that I’m lying here, so I’d better be quiet to save my skin” he 
would just keep going. Like I said before, he can often read the 
nonverbals, but it’s what to do about it. 
He is also very loud—for a long time I’ve worked with him 
because he’s much too loud. The one thing that I’m working with him 
on now, without any success, is his clearing his throat many more 
times than he needs to—I could be sitting in the dining hall and I could 
hear him clearing his throat across him room. And it’s just a nervous 
s, 
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habit at this point, I believe, I don’t know of any medical, I’ve asked 
the nurse—there’s no medical reason. He doesn’t have a cold, 
whatever. But he just sits and clears his throat all the time. And he’s 
aware of it, but he’s just unable to do anything about it right now, so 
we keep working on it. Loudness of voice used to be a lot more of a 
problem than it is today, but it’s still there. 
I think many of the times, the social problems that we see in 
our kids, or in kids in general, we talk about them when they’re 12, 13, 
14, 15, 16 years old, but the danger is as they get older, these issues 
are either going to stay the same or many times will get intensified, 
and I think that Mark is one of those kids where as he gets older the 
effects, anyway, of his telling embellished stories, and glorifying the 
truth a little bit, isn’t going to diminish—it’s going to become more of 
a sore thumb for him so he’s going to find himself in work-related or 
social situations that people are just going to see him as being very 
immature and very out of it, and not adult-like, which certainly is 
going to hinder his progress or development that way. 
The fixedness with which Mr. Sanders describes Mark’s disability is 
clear when he notes, above, that “these issues are either going to stay the same 
or many times will get intensified.” It is clear that Mr. Sanders—more so than 
most other participants, understands Mark’s disability as a concrete, objective 
fact of Mark’s existence, perhaps central to Mark’s existence. When I shared 
some of Mark’s discussion of his disability with Mr. Sanders, in response he 
offered this: 
My impression on that statement from Mark is it’s very typical 
of a lot of kids, but certainly very typical of Mark that his learning 
disabilities aren’t it—it’s something that happens to him, something 
that he really feels that he doesn’t necessarily have much control over. 
Sometimes that “it” like dragon is bigger, sometimes that “it” like a 
lizard is smaller, but it’s definitely something that he feels he s 
powerless to control and certainly something that I’ve been trying to 
work with him on is the strategies. I think the big issue that he and I 
have been working on this year is the consistency for his scores. He 
can come in one week and get 100% across the board and everything 
we do, and the next week come in and get 50, 60 or 70. So we ve been 
working on consistency, and part of the lesson on that is you can come 
in and be having a good day or a bad day—depending on what you do 
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about it. So it’s very much an “I” or “you” message as opposed to 
something outside of him. I would think that’s very typical of what he 
has seen things to be in the past, my hope is that sooner or later 
someday he’ll use the word “I” in a statement like that—my disability, 
I do this, I do that. 
At some level it’s very easy for him then to hang his coat of 
responsibility on someone else’s hook. The day that he really 
internalizes that he’s got a responsibility in this whole thing is a day 
it’s going to hurt, it’s also going to be the day that he’ll make some 
real progress: “I’ve got to stop doing this—I’ve got to start doing 
this.” 
Here Mr. Sanders gives an excellent example of the sort of tension that 
seemed to arise in many of the portraits in this chapter. Participants 
repeatedly identified Mark’s disability in a manner that implied that the 
disability did not depend for its existence on anything that Mark could do or 
not do: the disability was simply an objectified fact, aside from and 
independent of other facts about Mark. At the same time, most participants in 
this chapter seemed very concerned that Mark “recognize” and “accept” his 
disability. Repeatedly, participants in this section hoped that eventually Mark 
would come to identify with his disability as a central component of his life. 
The intersection here with Susan’s notion that Mark would forever be disabled 
is obvious; the contrast with Susan’s comfort-taking in what she saw as 
Mark’s blindness to that fact is also stark. 
Following is a lengthy passage in which Mr. Sanders (with very little 
encouragement from me) follows his thinking about Mark’s disability. His 
construction has a remarkable sense of continuity and consistency that allows 
his portrait to take on the tenor of a theoretical understanding of learning 
disabilities generally: 
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I think that a major, major play in [Mark’s dissociation from 
his disability] is that it in some level absolves him of any responsibility 
for it. If he does something that he shouldn’t be doing, if he sees it as 
the learning disability having done that to him or done that for him or 
done that, then he doesn’t necessarily have to assume responsibility for 
that behavior and also sometimes he can even profess that he doesn’t 
know what he did wrong, because he doesn’t perceive anything wrong 
with it, it must have been the learning disability that screwed things 
up. 
I’m not a psychologist, so, it’s a very difficult thing for me to 
judge; however, I’ve certainly raised the question myself many times: 
If Mark tells me a story about a fishing trip that he and his father had 
that was so outlandish, to the point where I want to disregard the 
whole thing, the question has entered my mind, has he told this story 
so many times that he actually believes it happened or not? And I 
think the carryover there is that he told himself so many times that it’s 
the learning disability’s fault that he actually believes it’s not his own 
fault. That whole self-talk thing can be very, very crucial, I think. He 
uses “I can’t do this” or “I’m no good at this” and whatever, and can 
talk himself into believing it, I’m sure. 
He can be very perceptive and he can turn a good phrase when 
he’s talking. One of the real issues is, I think at some level that even 
when he does that it’s a little bit of manipulation, because he actually 
believes that “I don’t feel that I have any problems, but because other 
people tell me, then I must” is almost again the thing where this isn’t 
it—it is something outside of him, this is something that other people 
have noticed and have dealt with, but is “not something I need, or I can 
do anything about because it’s so outside of me.” I think the only time 
he’s really going to change some of these behaviors is when he really 
takes ownership of them. And when he makes a statement like that it’s 
very difficult for him to do that. I am sure there are times where he 
has cried himself to bed and been very upset about how has been 
treated or how he’s blown something out of proportion, how he’s 
gotten into trouble for something, so I’m sure that he has some 
awareness that he has some issues. I think that sometimes he uses to 
his convenience: “You know, I can’t be expected to do that, 
because...” fill in the blank, and when it works, it works. 
I think [Mark’s concern with being normal] is a double-edged 
sword, because just like every kid wants to be normal, has that 
conversation, every teenager can have that conversation. At the same 
time, though, I think there’s an inkling that he realizes that he’s not 
normal. When he was talking about “I don’t really have a disability, 
just other people say I do,” but then he comes out and says, “It’s very 
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important for me to be normal” I think it shows that conflict of 
viewpoints. He would. I’m sure, love to be the life of the party, to be 
the person that walks in the dining hall and everyone says, come 
here—sit here, sit with us, and at some level I think he must know it 
won’t happen. There are times where he will go blasting into a room, 
and as I said before, is so overpowering he thinks everybody is going 
to drop what they’re doing, and say, “Oh, gee, Mark—tell us more.” 
Everybody drops what they’re doing, just to get up and move away, 
because they just can’t—he’s overpowering. The way he comes in is 
not ordinary; it’s Mark arriving. 
I think it starts, though, before he walks into room. I think he 
walks into there saying, not even knowing necessarily who’s in the 
room, but he walks in there saying, “Oh, I’m going to get everybody to 
listen to me,” or “I’ve got something I want to show to everybody” and 
comes blasting in and may or may not then be aware of who’s in there. 
That’s one piece. I think another piece is that he may well certainly 
have difficulty reading the emotions of other people. He and I, we 
haven’t done pictures or worked with picture cards and faces and that 
type of things, but we certainly have done work with the vocabulary of 
emotions, you know the range of hate to love and all the gradations in 
between. And he can talk about those things as vocabulary words, but 
I don’t think he can talk about them in terms of internalizing how it 
feels to be annoyed with somebody, how it feels to be perturbed by 
somebody, how it feels to be content sitting in a room. He can talk 
about it in terms of the gradation, but I don’t think he really knows 
what those words mean. I also thinks that he gets so excited about 
stuff that he just ??, and I think a real example of that is often, he’s 
better at it now, but often two people would be talking in the dining 
hall or talking in the hallway, Mr. Brosius and Mr. McDonald and 
might be talking, and he’d just rush up right up and say, “Hey, Mr. 
Brosius” and he’d just be oblivious to what was going on—whether it 
was a joking situation, an amiable situation, or deep talk, he’d just be 
oblivious to the whole thing. So I think at some level his saying that 
he talks into a room and is just unaware is probably true, but I think 
that could happen even before he stepped into the room, or it could be 
that he’s just so self-centered sometimes. 
None of these things are static. He’s got all of these issues— 
his emotions before he enters the room. His emotions once he enters 
the room. His ability to read nonverbal cues. The topic he wants to 
talk about. How he can easily interrupt a group of people who are 
talking. All of those five topics plus five more that we can develop 
they’re not static. So one day he may be calm walking into the room, 
but once he sees who’s in there, then he gets excited. There’s other 
days he’s a ball of fire walking into the room, no matter if the room is 
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empty, he’d blast in there ready to set it on fire. So all of those things 
playing, and heaven forbid he finds himself in a situation where he’s a 
ball of fire before he goes in there, and even worse when he opens the 
door and sees who’s there, and that’s when he’s out of control. Even 
trying to calm him down sometimes can be a real difficult situation. 
It’s not out of control in the fact that he’s throwing the chairs 
and breaking windows, but it’s out of control that he’ll bounce from 
person to person to person and tell you three quarters of what he 
wanted to tell you, but then he left and going to somebody else. I’m 
sure in classes he’s just unfocused and just bouncing all around. When 
people try to tell him something, he’s very quick to say “Yeah, yeah, 
yeah” and then he’s on to something else. So he’s out of control in a 
more well controlled scenario now, but I’m sure there are incidents in 
the past where that out-of-controlness may have literally been out 
control, and he couldn’t sit still. I think a large part of his growing 
control that we see, or at least that I’ve observed, is external to him. 
It’s because people have learned to deal with him better and people 
have a quicker answer, or know how to put him down, or shut him 
down, or encourage him, or whatever, so a lot of the control that he’s 
is still external. I think if we put him in a job situation tomorrow, a 
new job working for whatever it is, I think a lot of behaviors would 
pop right back up again. Maybe not to the extent that they were when 
he was thirteen years old. He’s told me, I’ve asked him what he wants 
to do when he gets older, and one recurring theme that he’s said lately 
anyway, is that he’d like to go into the Coast Guard. Which I think 
would be an excellent choice for him. He wants to learn some skills, 
but also very a regimented: “This is what you do; this is what you 
don’t do.” I think to a large extent that this is a pretty wise choice on 
his part. I think probably in the Coast Guard there’s a range of 
interests and a range of people, and I’m sure he could find a little bit of 
a niche, but whether he could find a buddy, like we said before, I don’t 
know. On the other hand, he might—he might find someone that has 
the same interests as him. And I think that would be good for him, 
because I think he would understand that. He’d get his nose taken off 
a few times, because he rushed up to the lieutenant or the sergeant, or 
the chief of the mess and said the wrong thing about the coffee, he’d 
learn very quickly. And I think Mark does very well. He does very 
well with black and white, if you said “under no circumstances, 
absolutely ever” he generally could do it. But I could still see him 
coming off of his watch, and coming down for a cup of coffee and see 
a bunch of guys over there playing cards or doing something, and 
having him walk over and think that he’s going, “Guess what I just 
saw” (and it might work and it might not)“this big whale!” I think that 
as he gets older, he may well be a little bit more controlled, but I think 
it’s still going happen, and I think again the distance between what 
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happens and what’s normal, and your twelve years old—twelve year 
old kids do that—but when you’re twenty-one they could ostracize 
him even more. But, I think in a large part, given a small number of 
people on a small ship it might be to his advantage, because he would 
learn the rules pretty quick—who you talk to, who you don’t, what you 
can do, what you can’t. And it may well prescribe, like I said before, 1 
think a lot of his controls are external, and I think that would help to 
prescribe his world a little bit. 
Like I said, I don’t think any of us or Mark are static. Those 
things are weighted differently as the situations are. But I think he 
really struggles with his responsibility and it’s okay to say that you 
have a learning disability and it’s not your fault. But we don’t want 
him to wallow in that for the rest of his life, and be a learned 
helplessness and that type of thing—we want him to take 
responsibility for his behavior, responsibility for his strategies and use 
of those strategies, and that’s one of those things I’ve tried to do with 
him, not just tell him about, but do with him to have him see, is that as 
he’s more careful with the use of the strategies, he can succeed. So 
instead of getting 75% one day, 100% the next day, 50% the next day, 
he’s now getting more consistently between 80% and 100% every time 
we do this thing, to the point where I do something that I call forced 
accuracy, and that’s when I tell him you’re going to do this task, and 
there’s eight trials. And if you go through the seventh, and on the 
eighth you make a mistake, you start again, because you’re going to 
end up doing this 100% today. And when I say that to him, he ends up 
getting 100% on the first try. 
Again, this idea of “forced accuracy” resonated with Curt’s idea that 
much of Mark’s “disability” depends on Mark’s willingness to put forth the 
required effort. Here, however, Mr. Sanders characterizes this as an issue of 
“self-confidence” rather than “laziness.” 
So it really is an issue of self-confidence for him, because he 
can do it and he’s very willing to try to hang his hat on somebody 
else’s hook, and the day that he says, no this isn’t it—this is me, is the 
day that he’ll make some real good gains, and I think he started to do 
that, at least in the very specific work that I’m doing with him, but I 
still think it’s a very fragile scenario. 
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I asked Mr. Sanders to recall some of Mark’s strengths academically 
and otherwise: 
He can talk about many abstract concepts intellectually, but 
often times he delves into it too deeply. As I said before, Mark tends 
to take a topic that’s being discussed, and begin to talk about it, and it 
just seems like it goes deeper and deeper and deeper internalized into 
him until finally he’s talking about something that may or may not 
have anything to do with the topic. So I think there’s some intellectual 
capacity there, to talk about abstract, interpretive type of topics. He 
can do that with listening comprehension with me, for example, in 
specific tasks. In real life, one to one, back and forth in regular 
conversation, I think he has trouble. 
His listening comprehension is, short-term memory, ability to 
follow directions—all those things are wavering. He’s at a point now 
where he’s much more consistent in them, but on a given day he could 
miss. You could say something to him and he could just miss the 
whole thing, and again I think it’s because his energies are internalized 
to a more egocentric place. When he’s really focused, yes—he has 
some good auditory skills. 
Rote memory is the best for him. I can give him definitions to 
idioms and he’ll come back with the verbatim definition that we had 
talked about. At some point I’ll ask him “so put that into your own 
words, what does that mean?” and sometimes he’ll go into circles and 
circles. But he will remember, and he’ll understand, the rote memory, 
the definitions but he won’t be able to explain it to you. 
When he’s onto something that he wants to be on to, he’s 
driven. It’s almost like “get out of his way” so he can really sustain 
that focus of attention. But it’s like a hyper focus. Sometimes he’s 
just focused in on something to his detriment. Like telling a joke— 
he’s focused on telling you the joke. But I say okay wait until the end 
of the period, “oh yea but it will just take a second.” “But Mark, the 
bell just rang, we need to get going.” “But it will just take a second.” 
He’ll stay very focused with it. I imagine there are things too that he 
has of interest that he can get very focused in on projects, too. 
Despite the long list of strengths that Mr. Sanders articulated for Mark, 
he summarized in this way: 
One thing that I see missing—one thing that I wish he had and I wish I 
had for him would be some real strength. What is his passion? What 
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is his thing that we could point out before he leaves here that, “Well if 
you want something done along the lines of this, go talk to Mark 
Reagan” and I haven’t found it yet. Talking with Mark a little bit 
about that—you know, I haven’t discovered anything that he can do 
uniquely. And I think that will really help him out a lot because then 
people will really see his strength, and it won’t be an artificial strength. 
Not a legend in his own mind type of strength. 
Deep in there, there’s a neat kid. I very much enjoy working 
with him, but he needs to give himself a break and try to find that 
strength as opposed to fighting all of those battles for himself or other 
people. 
I just think that he has a lot of skills, a lot of things that he can 
do well in given moments and given tasks. What we need to work 
with him more is his ability to generalize those things and to make 
them real skills in his life instead of just isolated skills and exercises. 
As I said before, I would really love to see him get a core or central, 
unique strength that he could have—some passion, something that 
would draw other people to him because of that, and not just an 
artificial type of friendship. I think that would lead to him having 
friends or having a buddy, or having a girlfriend, or any of those things 
that he would like to have. I like the idea very much that he’s set 
himself a goal of getting into the Coast Guard, whether he gets in or 
goes to another branch of the armed services, doesn’t make any 
difference. The idea of that he knows he sort of needs some structure 
and rules and regulations, I think is a very positive sign. I think he 
wants to do well, I think it’s probably his best year this year. So that 
shows some strength and growth on his part. 
Somewhere in there there’s a good kid that’s going to find his 
own niche in the world somewhere, and that will be to his benefit. 
7.3 Mr. Brosius’s Portrait of Mark 
I’m the dean of the students, which is at this school, is kind of a 
catch-all for discipline and the residential program, so everything 
outside of the classroom I think in some way or another kind of comes 
to me. The way in which I would be working with Mark would be 
predominantly on the social end and the behavioral aspects, and 
certainly discipline should his behavior call for that. 
This is currently my sixth year working at Harbert Hill, and 
actually the amount of time I’ve worked with Mark would be the 
entirety of his stay here, so he came to us in the Summer of 1999,1 
believe, is when he began. 
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I think I’ll get the easy pan out of the way first, in terms as a student, I 
have limited contact with him in the classroom so my knowledge of 
his academic performance other than general overviews is limited. I 
think that in my conversations with him he comes across as somebody 
who is fairly intelligent, has a decent handle on communication as far 
as being able to express himself, and seems to be an age-appropriate 
vocabulary. I don’t know how that translates into grades without 
looking at his transcript; however, in terms of the social, behavioral 
and emotional piece, I think that falls more in line with my line of 
work, so I think I can comment on that a little bit more thoroughly. 
On a social level, I think Mark has a lot of difficulties in 
gauging his abilities and also putting himself in the proper social 
perspective with the kids around him. I think that he very often 
struggles to find his niche, and even when he finds it, because he’s not 
real good at judging what that niche is, he doesn’t seem comfortable. 
So he’s constantly looking for that niche, and so there have been times 
where I think he’s squandered appropriate situations and appropriate 
relationships, for lack of a better term, because he’s just not 
comfortable with what he has and he’s not sure that that’s the way it is. 
He’s not really good at judging whether or not that’s the right place for 
him. I think that he also has high expectations for himself, in terms of 
I think he wants to consider himself “normal.” And wants to think of 
himself as a person who can handle any situation; whether or not he 
believes that is another story. I think he goes back and forth as to 
whether or not he believes that. Socially he fits in. I think that a good 
understanding of how he operates socially, is that he just goes into a 
situation, does what he thinks he needs to do, doesn’t do well in his 
own mind or perhaps actually doesn’t do well, and then starts looking 
for another situation, so there’s no real firm bonds formed with the 
other people around him. 
This description of Mark’s social behavior echoed Mr. Giraldo’s suggestion 
that “the rest of the world views him as a comet that comes crashing through 
once a day.” As with so many others’ portraits of Mark, there is a sense of 
disconnection from others: Curt calls this “egocentric;” Mr. Lacario calls it 
Mark’s “wanting to be the center of attention;” Mr. Giraldo suggests that 
Mark is at the center of his own universe. Mr. Brosius continued: 
Behaviorally, I think that there are a lot of different hurdles for him as 
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well; I think that, and certainly the behavioral, emotional and the 
social piece all play off one another, but I think that he tends to 
“catastrophize” things that happen in his life. He over-emphasizes 
small things and there are times where that feeds into other goals of 
his. 
I think that there are times, even in sports, where he will think 
that he is really, really involved in something or really, really good 
with something or an excellent player, say, and if things don’t go his 
way, or if he loses or if the coach puts him on the bench to give 
somebody else a try, he wants to quit the team. He wants to have a 
meeting about whether or not the coach is capable of coaching the 
team, whether or not this other player that may not have caught the 
pass that he made to them deserves to be on the same court as Mark 
does. He wants to get everybody involved, and so it becomes a bigger 
deal than it needs to be. I think that serves a couple of different 
purposes for him. One is that it allows him to vent his frustration with 
no responsibility on his part to control what he has to say because he 
has to be heard, but I also think that it feeds into his need to get 
attention from the adults. I also think that it gives him an opportunity 
for a safe interaction; I think that he’s learned to trust certain adults 
and those are the people that he’s going to go to to complain because 
he knows that even if he can’t be trusted to handle a situation, that the 
adults in those situations have proven to him time and time again that 
they’re going to be in control and safe and not really hit him real hard 
where he’s not expecting it. 
Another example of a situation that he would say over¬ 
emphasize or catastrophize would be his whole boyfriend-girlfriend 
scenarios that he has on campus. Unfortunately, there are other 
players on this campus that will feed into the drama, but his role in 
particular in a situation was he had entered a relationship that he really 
didn’t initialize with a girl. The young lady seemed to have initialized 
the relationship with him—it was almost like it was his turn in the 
rotation of boys on campus, and so he threw himself completely into 
this relationship. Was offended when she would look at somebody 
else, was offended when she would speak to somebody else. He came 
up with stories about the other young men and the other suitors for this 
girl that they were spying on him and that somebody had a tape 
recorder and was trying to record his conversations with this girl to try 
to hold things against him. These are things that I think that 
intellectually he would be able to rationalize that our kids aren’t savvy 
enough to come up with: an espionage ring to undermine his 
relationship that really no one else was interested in but him. But, 
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because of the pattern of behavior and his emotional needs, he needed 
to make it bigger than it had to be, so I think that’s a good example of 
him going to extremes in relatively mundane situations. 
In reflecting on these anecdotes, Mr. Brosius offered this more 
theoretical understanding of the situation: 
Talking a little bit more about the behavioral piece, I think that Mark is 
somewhat complicated by some of his other diagnoses, but I also think 
that his impulse control in certain situations is vastly affected by his 
perceptions, and I think that the perceptions of his world are impacted 
by his NLD, perhaps his impulse control within that world is affected 
by his ADHD, if that’s in fact what he’s ultimately diagnosed with. 
Though I do not want to overstate this, there is a sense here in which Mr. 
Brosius characterizes Mark as the coalescence of various disabilities or 
diagnoses. As Mr. Sanders had stressed, Mr. Brosius made much of what he 
considered the unfortunate tendency that Mark has to “disassociate” himself 
from his disability. Remarkably, Mr. Brosius used the same metaphor of 
disability as a “hook” on which Mark could “hang” his behavior as had Mr. 
Sanders. Interestingly, Mr. Brosius seems (toward the end of the following 
section) to pull back from this position somewhat, suggesting that he does not 
believe that Mark is “trying to avoid direct accountability” and is careful, 
immediately following this, to point out that he does not see Mark’s behavior 
as the result of Mark’s knowledge of a diagnosis: 
I would say that one feeds into the other, and I would actually 
say that the nonverbal piece creates more opportunities for him to 
demonstrate his poor impulse control. I don’t think that it’s a matter of 
his poor impulse control getting him into situations where his 
perception is off. I actually think it goes the other way. It’s also one 
of those snowball effects, too, with Mark, because I think there tend to 
be situations where he keeps going where other kids might be able to 
stop. I think that his perception of the world around him creates 
opportunities for him to make bad choices. 
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I don’t know if I can give you maybe a concrete example of a 
situation where that’s happened. I do know that there are times where 
he will—I guess there are times I can give you an example, but general 
examples, I think that he does make excuses for what happens in his 
world. When I’m dealing with him on a disciplinary level, there are 
times where he will say, well, “That’s the NLD talking,’’ which I think 
is a diagnosis for him that he’s kind of hung on to, although I think 
that’s something he likes to throw out in situations where people are 
pointing out that he hasn’t done things well: “Well, that’s my 
disability,” “That happens sometimes,” “My ADHD caused this to 
happen.” So I don’t know if that’s necessarily disassociating himself 
with the disability, or “I’m okay, but my disability has all these 
problems,” I do think, though, that he uses it very often when it comes 
time to explain what is going on, as opposed to actively learning how 
to make changes or how to improve in certain situations. I do think 
that it’s almost like a hook that he can hang his behavior on whenever 
he needs to. It’s almost though, I don’t want to come across as saying 
that he’s being overly manipulative in that sense; I don’t think that 
he’s saying “I can’t help you—I’ve got this and I’m all done,” and 
then he thinks that gives him free reign with his behavior. I do think 
that he legitimately believes, though, that there’s an inability on his 
part to control these things and he’s just letting us all in by saying, 
“This is my disability in case you forgot, and this is how it works.” I 
don’t think he’s trying to avoid direct accountability in that situation. I 
think he legitimately believes that things can’t be different because of 
the disabilities that he has. 
I think that the reason that he has those labels is because of the 
behaviors, and I think that they’re fairly accurate labels to put on it. 
Whether or not it serves him any purpose to know what those labels 
are, is another theoretical question, because I do think that if he didn’t 
have a finite point put on him, the label means this is who he is, I do 
think that he might be more willing to explore different options than he 
has demonstrated to this point. So, that’s not necessarily a question, 
but I do think that the behaviors are there and he would behave the 
same way because that’s who he is. To continue on the emotional 
piece of who he is, I do think that Mark has been somewhat of a victim 
of the figuring out process. I think all of our kids go through a series 
of tests and doctors and screening processes, and I think that Mark has 
been, probably because of some of his family’s financial wherewithal 
to do these things, he’s probably been exposed to more doctors, more 
specialists, more clinics than the majority of the kids that come across 
the door here. I also think that, and maybe partially because of the 
family dynamics of the home life being that there are almost two 
family units, a lot of information has been shared back and forth, and I 
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think Mark’s been a witness to this. I just think that Mark at times has 
seen himself as damaged goods. I think that Mark at times has seen 
himself as perhaps the wedge that’s created difficulties in the family. 1 
know that he’s had complications with interactions with his siblings 
and I think that emotionally it’s taken a toll on him to always have to 
be on medication, to always have to be questioned why he does things 
and to have more support than most everybody else does, or to have 
successful family members and successful siblings move on and do 
bigger and better things where he seems to almost be an anchor. I 
think that’s come directly from Mark in my experience; it’s not just 
my speculating on what’s going on. Mark feels very often that he’s 
created difficulties for his families. So, emotionally that’s taken a toll, 
I think, going back to the behavioral and the social pieces, creates the 
urgency with which he goes through life. Every situation that he 
comes in to has to be perfect, has to be a success for him, and when it 
isn’t, he crashes emotionally, and will give up at times. And when I 
say give up, I don’t mean like resolve and to just go to his room and be 
quiet, I think he’ll give up the positive spin on things, so he will cycle 
behaviorally downward. What will happen is he’ll become more of, 
speaking out, he’ll have to have an argument with his roommate, he’ll 
take it out on his resident counselor, he’ll come in and start screaming 
at the assistant dean of students, who happens to be a shoulder for him 
to cry on when he has these outbursts. And so he takes away. When I 
say he gives up, he gives up that restraint that he should have, which 
he doesn’t always have in full strength to begin with, but what little 
restraint he can use in those situations is very helpful, so he’s a 
complicated kid. 
As Mr. Sanders seemed to do, there was a conscious effort by Mr. 
Brosius to present a balanced view of Mark, though very quickly the narrative 
returns to a discussion of Mark’s difficulties in the world: 
I’ve spent a lot of time talking about the complexities and how 
the complexities in Mark tend to show themselves in a negative way. 
There certainly are successes. He is, for the most part, a nice well- 
intentioned kid. He is somebody who is capable of having mature 
conversations, but you do also have to guard yourself against some of 
that other piece in terms of his exaggerations. A good example is, one 
of my interests is college basketball, and might even be a shared 
experience when he’s talking about his home school. Not even a 
personal success, he has to have the people that he roots for be 
successful. [He told me,] “They just recruited two people near eight 
feet tall for the basketball team, Ohio State.” I guess on the one hand 
you want to question his integrity so to speak, because he’s coming to 
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a person who actually knows a lot about college basketball and wants 
to tell me something that I know is not true. Now, if he was a little bit 
more manipulative, and if he had more of a mean streak to him, he 
would go to somebody who doesn’t know anything about basketball, 
and say “Guess what, my home town team just recruited two eight feet 
tall basketball players and is going to win the national championship.” 
He just can’t control himself in these situations, so he comes to 
somebody who knows the entire roster of his hometown team and 
knows that there aren’t any eight-foot basketball players on that team, 
but he still can’t control himself and he has to say it anyway, because 
it makes his team more successful, or it makes him more optimistic. 
I do think, though, that he speaks in extremes. I think that he 
does know what eight feet tall is. I don’t know that, because he’s so 
excited to say what’s going on, that he’s really thinking it through as to 
whether or not it might sound ridiculous or thinks, “I might have been 
able to get away with seven-foot-four.” You know, it’s just not 
something that he has in him at that time. I think that he has the 
intelligence to know the differences between what he’s doing, I just 
don’t think that at the time he’s called to do it he can control himself to 
bring himself into the realm of possibility. It goes into his own 
personal life as well. He wants to play tennis against the tennis coach, 
and he really wants to beat the tennis coach. And even though he 
didn’t beat the tennis coach, he will talk about things he did very, very 
well within that game, or and again, it’s a little bit of an exaggeration, 
he’s got this new $600 tennis racquet that’s going to allow him to beat 
the tennis coach. He probably doesn’t have a $600 tennis racket—it 
might be a very expensive, very good tennis racket, probably better 
than anybody else’s tennis racket—but that’s not good enough for him. 
It’s got to be the best ever, and he needs to put it out there beyond the 
shadow of a doubt so that people can be in awe of him. You know, in 
basketball, he’s always the fastest player, he’s always the fastest 
runner when you talk about softball. A lot of sports with him, he’s got 
the highest batting average. 
Mark, I think tends to look at who he is better with, and takes 
that for himself. I don’t know how much of that can be attributed to 
his disabilities or is that more a personal need of his because of his 
self-esteem issues, that he focuses on the things that he does better 
than other people. He does get himself into some social jams, because 
he does like to point out what other people are doing wrong. 
A good example would be in the dining hall setting. If people 
are having a conversation about something that he thinks is 
inappropriate, he would be quick to come tell me under the auspices of 
“I don’t want to get myself in trouble for being associated with this, 
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but so and so is saying this about so and so” or “So and so is swearing” 
or “So and so did this wrong.” It’s not necessarily tattling, but it 
serves two purposes. One, is it gets him some attention by having a 
conversation, but two, it also shows him doing something positive as 
opposed to what everyone else is doing that is negative. So it gets him 
a little bit of attention. The difficulty that he has is that he really 
doesn’t need to get points with the people that he’s trying to get points 
with, and the sacrifice is the social points that he’s losing with his 
peers by getting himself involved in that situation or by telling what 
other people are doing wrong. And I think what happens is, because 
he’s so middle in skill athletically say for example, the things he’s 
talking up about how well he’s doing, the kids that are performing 
above him, he’s losing credibility because they know where he’s at, 
and the kids below him think that he’s just widening the gap between 
them and so they don’t really want to have anything to do with him. In 
effect by trying to trump himself up with all these successes, he is 
isolating himself. Not that that hasn’t been pointed out to him, but his 
inability to grasp that concept—I don’t know if it’s too abstract for 
him or if the immediate gratification is so strong and so powerful for 
him when he says something like that or does something that is 
counter-productive to good social skills, that he’s just not willing to 
open up and trust that he needs to let go of some of those behaviors. 
I think that the environment that he’s in right now is a very 
forgiving environment, so I think that he does have a fair number of 
friends. I think that it depends, also, on your definition of friends. I 
think that Mark has more acquaintances than friends. Mark has people 
that he is allowed to travel in and out of their social circles without any 
negative interactions or negative repercussions is a better word for him 
being there, where for some kids in some situations would just slam a 
kid and say “Get out of here—you don’t belong here.” Mark doesn’t 
necessarily experience that all that often, because he has become a 
good enough judge of the dangerous situations, and he stays away 
from those people. He does have a fair number of acquaintances, but I 
would say that very few friends—people that he can trust and people 
that trust him, people that will seek him out to be involved in a 
situation. I think that’s a really clear line in that what Mark considers 
friends: for Mark, friends are people that are safe and don’t mind 
having him around. I would say the number of people that want him 
and desire his presence to the point where they’ll seek him out to bring 
him along, is probably a lot less than what he sees. 
Going back to what we said earlier, I think [his perception] 
creates many of the difficulties for him. His perception of what is 
going on tends to be very, I think he expands on the finite. I think that 
he has something that is very clear, and rather than exploring all the 
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other pieces that come in to play and making a big picture for himself, 
he takes the small piece and he expands upon it in his head, or what he 
thinks it should be like, or how it needs to happen, and then creates the 
world, and then when he makes decisions based on a very limited 
amount of information, he’s very often wrong. So I think that his 
perception might be accurate if he was able to take the time and piece 
things together, but that also is by nature of his disability, he has a 
difficult time piecing the big picture together to create that. 
I actually think that Mark doesn’t walk into a room and notice 
what’s already happening. And I also don’t think that Mark is aware 
of the fact that that’s happening when it happens, that he’s not picking 
up on physical cues. I think that Mark is very well versed in his 
disability, and is probably very clear on the fact that his perception of 
social cues and physical cues is an area of need for him, or an area of 
deficit, and so my first reaction, knowing Mark, is that comes from his 
time with various clinicians, but I also think that he’s accurate. I do 
think that he walks into a room and he doesn’t pick up on what’s going 
on. I think that he does walk into a room and will say something that’s 
inappropriate, not that this has happened, but it may be a good 
example about how he would handle a situation, if one of his 
dormmates had just gotten a phone call that his grandmother died, and 
all the kids that happen to know are in the room and consoling the kid 
and talking about what’s going on, Mark would initially walk into the 
room and tell a joke, and say “guess what just happened on TV—it 
was the coolest thing’’ and the second piece to that is that the reactions 
that he gets from people, aside from his initial misperception of what’s 
going on, but then, when they react to him like, “Mark, you’re being a 
jerk, so-and-so’s grandmother just died.” Mark initially might even 
carry on and try to go above and beyond, because he still not picking 
up on what’s going on, even when the kids are reacting to him on a 
secondary level, and then the final piece of Mark that makes things 
complicated is the fact that when it finally dawn on him and it does 
sink in what’s going on, then he goes to the other extreme, “I have five 
grandmothers and they all died, and I know how it feels, when my 
grandmother died she had cancer, what did your grandmother die 
from?” and just kind of lead them in, and he thinks he’s being helpful 
but at the same time he’s exaggerating what is going on with himself, 
and he’s trying to win points, and he just really fuddles everything up 
because he just doesn’t get a good handle on what’s going on when it 
probably would have been just as appropriate and just as appreciated 
as if he walked in and sat down on the bed next to the other kids who 
were consoling the kid whose grandmother died. 
I would say that Mark’s first course of action would be to make 
an instinctual leap, and usually his first leap is off. So if it’s a difficult 
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situation, Mark would more than likely try to talk his way out of the 
situation. Very often when confronted, he’ll say things that, well, he’s 
an aggressive kid when he’s in a difficult social situation, so he will do 
something like, if somebody calls him a name would be a good 
example of an awkward situation, his reaction would be to call them 
seven names, as opposed to maybe taking a step back, seeing why the 
kid’s upset with him, seeing what might be going on with that 
individual to create that situation, or even removing himself from that 
situation which would probably be the best case for him. He doesn’t 
have the ability to go through all these different scenarios at the same 
time or quickly. His first reaction would be an aggressive strike back, 
hoping, although it’s never worked for him in the past, but not that 
he’s able to learn from past experiences, hoping that that would create 
enough distance to give him the opportunity to sit and think about 
what he needs to do. When that doesn’t work, and the other kid comes 
back at him, even more and more difficult and say more aggressively, 
Mark’s next reaction would be something along the lines of shutting 
down. The way Mark shuts down is that he’ll cry. Or he’ll get really 
upset. Or he’ll say something but run away and things that will then 
again have more negative impact on him down the road, because he’s 
so upset by how he embarrassed himself in front of a group of people. 
It’s at that point that he’ll go and look for adults to help him negotiate 
a situation. 
Those are skills that he definitely had acquired before he got to 
us here. You know the run and get help portion of it? I would say the 
reactionary part, I don’t know how his family dynamics work there, 
but I would say that reactionary is just his instinct. I would say that 
the run and get help is probably parental. I would imagine that his 
parents had a good deal of work on their hands raising him in the early 
stages because he was always in those types of situations. But he 
continues to do that. 
The intersection with Curt’s view that “when this whole concept of 
needing help gets exacerbated and grows, there is no end” is evident in Mr. 
Brosius’s portrait here. 
The thing that I think is frustrating for the people that are 
working with Mark is that it’s very often very similar situations. He 
has a tough time generalizing. If somebody calls him an ‘ ass, the 
next time somebody calls him a different swear word, it s a different 
situation to him in many ways, so that becomes difficult when you say 
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“Well, just don’t do that, I told you how to handle this the last time. 
Why aren’t you trying that?” It’s not there for him at that moment 
when it comes up, so that’s how he’d react. 
Mark’s very difficult to handle in that situation. I have found 
him to be reasonable when given the opportunity to think through 
things. It’s an effective tool to go to him and say, “Listen, I have a 
problem with the way you handled this situation and there are going to 
be consequences for this. We’re going to need to talk about this later.” 
That’s an effective tool. That doesn’t necessarily, it’s not always at 
our disposal to use that—and there are times where you just need to be 
direct. If he doesn’t agree with what is going on, he’s going to debate, 
he’s going to use probably very faulty lines of logic, too, but he is very 
convinced that that is the right way to do things. And so he’ll try to 
verbally steamroll you into making a different decision, but has a 
tough time hearing the other side of the argument, so it is very difficult 
to deal with Mark in those circumstances. 
For example, we had an away basketball game and he was on 
the team. One of the members of our team stole a jersey from the 
locker room of the opposing team and brought it back on to the school 
van, apparently was displaying it for everyone to see, was very proud 
of what happened: “We took their jersey” and “We’ll show them.” 
What was probably grounded in a school spirit type prank, but is 
certainly that isn’t a good sportsmanlike behavior, and our program 
focuses on value-based participation in athletics since we’re not 
necessarily driven by skill level here. It was counter to what we’re 
trying to do as a sports program. I think that Mark really misjudged 
what our reaction to it was. As soon as he found out that it was big, 
big news, and he thought that it might result in being kicked off the 
team, or suspended from school, or having to write a letter of apology, 
he began denying what he did—even though, in front of everybody, he 
was displaying the jersey. 
When he was confronted, he denied it, and I would imagine to 
this day he’d deny it, because he just didn’t know what was coming. 
Even if we laid out for him the consequences, because we wanted a 
severe consequence, he would continue to deny. On the other hand, 
when there’s a situation in which he is comfortable with what’s going 
on, or where he can anticipate what’s going on, he tends to be more 
willing to work with the process. 
This example is also a good example of his catastrophizing, 
because he took this dramatic role with the team where he tried to 
drum up support that nobody should be falsely accused, and everybody 
needs to “go on strike” and “not participate in what’s going on until 
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this all gets rectified.” So there’s two different Mark’s in those 
situations, but I think it all has to do, going back again to his 
perception, and anticipation of what might be coming. 
During the interview with Mr. Brosius, this struck me as remarkably 
like the characterization of disability that Mark had offered. I asked Mr. 
Brosius to elaborate. Mr. Brosius was careful to point out that his comment 
had not been a literal one, and further that “it’s not like there’s a separation 
between the disability and Mark, I just think that there’s times where we can 
attribute what happens to him on his disability.” Again, Mr. Brosius seems 
clearly to locate the disability within Mark or as an inseparable part of Mark. 
I think that the two different Marks phrase—it may just a little 
bit of a misnomer on my part, in that I think that there, maybe there is 
and maybe there isn’t. I think there’s such a wide range of behaviors 
that you get from him and a wide range of reactions that you get from 
Mark that there is, it seems at times, that there’s two different people. 
There are times where he is comfortable, where he gets it, where he is 
happy to be doing things the way he does them, and people are happy 
to be doing them with him. And then there are times where he is just 
so awkward and so off, that it seems like it’s a different kid, in just the 
extremes that are there are startling. As far as the line goes between the 
disability and Mark, I don’t know there necessarily is a line. I think 
that there really is a matter of his, when he’s doing what he needs to 
do—if you can separate things that can attribute to his disability and 
why he doesn’t get things, I think that it’s not necessarily a different 
person, it’s not like there’s a separation between the disability and 
Mark, I just think that there’s times where we can attribute what 
happens to him on his disability, and there are times where I think that 
his disability does have more of an impact on him. I do think that he 
has a set of values that he’s operating on that help him make decisions 
that might have been put there by his parents or his experiences, but I 
think that for the most part, everything that happens in his life is tied to 
the situations and how he perceives the situations that he’s in. And so 
while there seems to be different types of things that are going on, I 
think that it’s more an indication of the situation and his comfort level 
with the situation and it is that there are times where he’s different 
people, per se, or there are times when it’s the disabled Mark and other 
Mark. I don’t think that that’s necessarily the case. 
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I related parts of Mark’s discussion about his disability as a “cover that 
people put on” to Mr. Brosius and he responded: 
I can put a picture of Mark in my head as he’s saying that, the 
first piece that I would have to say is that I think that the disability and 
difference approach is probably accurate. I think that Mark is aware 
that there are difficulties that he has, and I think that he is aware, 
again, that there are struggles for him, even though he doesn’t 
necessarily understand them. I think though, that he doesn’t 
necessarily have that pointed out to him all the time. I don’t think that 
he really wants to have people pointing things out to him. I also think 
that going back to what we were taking about, his exaggerations in 
social situations, I think that if he can say that having a learning 
disability or learning difference is better than being physically 
disabled, then I’m not as bad off as those people are so I’m not 
necessarily as bad as off as I could be. So there’s a piece there that is 
trying to put him in a hierarchical structure of disabilities, so that could 
be an element of what he’s saying. I think the second piece, though, in 
terms of him going on and on about differences and disabilities, and 
the struggles that he might be having, I also think that we were pretty 
clear about his difficulties in perceiving the world around him. I think 
that it’s a fair point to say that he has an equal amount of disability or 
difficulty in perceiving himself, and so there are times where he really 
has a tough time labeling what’s going on and identifying the 
difficulties. He knows generally that there are difficulties; he can’t 
really put his finger on what it is, because he can’t, he doesn’t really 
have the ability to be introspective, and so I think that whole piece, 
and maybe it’s not so much a denial, I don’t think. I just think that it’s 
more a lack of self-awareness and maybe comfort and acceptance of 
what’s going on. When he does talk about things like a traditional 
setting, I think that’s a smoke screen or a defense mechanism. I think 
that Mark feels safe, I think Mark has always felt safe when there are 
people that are understanding and are working towards setting him up 
to be successful. Mark’s a kid that I’ve never heard complain about 
being on medication. That in itself is an acceptance about what’s 
going on. I just don’t think that he’s willing to say it out loud for 
everybody else to hear, so I think that he just kind of blows smoke in 
everybody’s direction, “I can handle a traditional setting,” but I also 
think that he’d be extremely afraid of being put in that situation. 
Mark’s attempts to distance himself [from his disability], and 
distancing himself from accountability from what goes on, is to 
disassociate with the disability. I do think that is not necessarily what 
Mark believes. I think that’s a convenient package for him to put forth 
to people. I think that because there are times when it serves him well, 
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Mark is quick to point out how that disability is a part of who he is and 
we have to understand that. So, I think it serves him different 
purposes. I do think, though, that, one of the things that I always tell 
the kids is that you can’t control everybody else’s behaviors, you can’t 
control everybody else’s reactions, but you need to be comfortable 
with yourself, because everywhere you go, you’re there with you. And 
I think that in order for him to be a little bit more comfortable with 
what’s going on, even in a very rudimentary sense, he has to kind of 
say “I’m okay—because I have to be. Otherwise I’ll be miserable all 
the time. This disability thing—this isn’t who I am. I’m a good kid. 
I’m able to handle things. I will be successful. I’ll beat this.” I think 
that that’s really important for him in terms of having the strength to 
deal with day to day living. I also felt that the last statement that you 
repeated “people treated me differently.” I would say that that’s 
probably accurate. I would say that probably once he got labeled with 
the disability, and once he was understanding what was going on, 
people treated him differently. I would imagine, though, that they 
treated him better, because they were able to maybe approach him in a 
way that would be more productive and be more beneficial to him. 
Was it patronizing? Perhaps. I think that everybody has, particularly 
if you’re talking about his family, which is probably who he was 
referring to initially, I would say that the initial reaction that the most 
families go through is to overcompensate once they find out that there 
is actually something going on that they have missed and it’s not 
necessarily the kid’s fault. So yeah, maybe people patronized him a 
little bit, maybe they overcompensated, they were a little bit nicer. 
Maybe people were a little bit more structured in the way they went 
about doing things, so yeah, he was probably treated differently, I 
don’t think that he was treated poorly or people looked at him and 
said, “There’s the disabled kid. Let’s mock him and ridicule him.” I 
think that was probably beneficial to him. 
I see Mark as a manipulator; he’s not real good at it. I think 
that, I guess that if this is a concession that’s made to his disability, is 
that I don’t expect him to necessarily be able to figure all that out. I 
think that it’s our responsibility to be the consistent force in what’s 
going on—we have a story, we have a game plan, we need to stick to 
it. We can’t always be influenced by what he’s saying and how he’s 
perceiving himself. I think that there are times where Mark uses his 
disability because he’s a kid, and if he thinks that he can make things 
easier for himself by playing the disability card, he’s going to do that. 
And it’s just something that he knows he has at his disposal, because 
he is bright enough to understand how that might work. But a good 
example of how it mis-serves him is the fact he’ll use that same card 
over and over again even though it’s never been successful. So, the 
times he where he tries to distance himself on the other hand, I think is 
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more in terms of his organizing his own perceptions and organizing 
the way he feels about himself. I think that’s the time where he wants 
to set that apart. Or in times when he’s trying to impress somebody, 
where he doesn’t think it would be in his best interest with a girlfriend 
or a perspective girlfriend to sit down and talk about his NLD and 
where it will all impact their future relationship, he’s just gonna say 
everything will be okay and we’ll be fine. So, there are, one of the 
things that comes into mind when we’re talking about the disabilities, 
that I find it frustrating when people try to be very concrete and black 
and white, that there is no spectrum. If you have NLD this is the way 
it always is and this is the way it always will be. Well, that’s not 
necessarily the case. Mark has the ability to handle different things, 
and because he’s handling things that other people, that might be the 
historical, textbook NLD, it doesn’t mean that he doesn’t have that 
disability; it just impacts him in different ways. So in that particular 
situation, while that might seem like an almost abstract way of 
handling language and the way of handling life around you, and the 
way of handling these two situations, I don’t see it as being all that 
complicated. I see it as almost being survival skills. There are times 
where having a disability gets you a closer parking space in the mall, 
and there are times where having that disability means that you don’t 
get the best seating. For Mark, he’s able to be aware of that, and if it 
serves his purpose. On the other hand, I also don’t think that it’s being 
that complicated where we have to label him as being a master 
manipulator, I think that’s a pretty low level manipulation of a 
concept. 
Responding specifically to Mark’s characterization of his disability as 
“one of those invisible things that kinda hovers around you and when it feels 
that it’s ready to take some action and make you do what it wants you to do,’’ 
Mr. Brosius offered this: 
I think that’s actually a pretty accurate representation of what’s 
going on. However, I think that’s probably because of the fact that it 
doesn’t always show up. His disability doesn’t affect every single 
situation. That’s probably a misnomer—it does affect every situation, 
but it isn’t as obvious as it is certain situations, and so, whereas Mark 
might want to say there are times when I’m doing things okay, that’s 
because he is. And the times that things don’t go well, there is that 
disability showing its head again, so I think that is a pretty accurate 
representation. Other than the fact that he probably needs to accept the 
fact that it is there all the time, it’s just a matter of him learning. And 
if anything, maybe he can take a little comfort in that because that’s 
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shows there is the ability to make progress, and if he has situations that 
go well, there are other situations that will go well, as well. 
Again, as Mr. Sanders had, Mr. Brosius highlighted the importance of 
Mark recognizing and “accepting] the fact that [the disability] is there all the 
time.” In the end, Mr. Brosius characterized Mark this way: 
Mark, he’s a kid that is pretty resilient, and is good hearted, deep 
down, it’s just a matter of him not always being able to access those 
values when he needs them the most. 
7.4 Mr.Gardner’s Portrait of Mark 
Mr.Gardner’s profile was, in some ways, the portrait of Mark that was 
the most clinical in its tenor. This was especially evident in the opening 
remarks that Mr.Gardner made when responding to my very general prompt to 
“talk to me about Mark.” His comments resemble psychological profiles or 
testing reports in their matter-of-fact description of a “client.” The sentences 
are short and declarative and seemingly bereft of emotion import. As our 
interview continued, Mr.Gardner’s comments became increasingly less formal 
in tone, and his great concern about and genuine affection for Mark became 
obvious. 
I’m Mr. Gardner and I’m a school psychologist at Harbert Hill 
School. I’ve been working with Mark Reagan since the beginning of 
October 1999. We were averaging two sessions per week; we are now 
at one session per week. 
Mark is presently a 17-year-old young man with average 
cognitive ability. Learning disabilities are diagnosed as ADD as well 
as NLD. There is question of Asperger’s, although I have not seen 
anything to really verify that. Emotionally and socially, Mark’s 
maturity level is far below his chronological age as is his cognitive 
ability. He is an extremely impulsive, very sensitive young man. He’s 
a product of a split marriage, of which both families do have rights 
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with him; so therefore, he spends some time with his biological dad 
and stepmother in New York, and a lot of time with his biological 
mom and step-dad in Ohio. It appears that the Ohio family is far more 
affluent than the New York family, and Mark knows this—to the point 
where I would almost classify him as spoiled. He has an air of 
entitlement about him; I believe this is a result of his general 
knowledge of Curt’s [his stepfather’s], you know, well-to-do, 
professional status. 
As I said, he is extremely impulsive. He acts first and then he 
thinks, yet his impulsivity is followed up with remorse when he has 
error in judgment. He is also very sensitive. He will cry because he 
just loses control. Part of the crying is his emotional release, because 
he isn’t in control of himself. I truly believe that deep down inside he 
knows when he errs, and he knows when he’s going to err, but he just 
can’t grab the handle to stop it from happening. And so it’s critical for 
people around him to understand this, or else he comes across as a 
really disturbed young man, who I guess could carry a classification of 
emotionally disturbed. He doesn’t—but I would say if the people 
around him didn’t know about his disabilities, his emotional 
disabilities, someone would have classified him with an ED diagnosis 
a long time ago. 
I think he sees himself as a step above his social relations. If 
he’s not wearing a new Harbert Hill jacket, he’s sporting his new 
Harbert Hill chamois shirt. An incident that happened last year, which 
really was my first introduction to Mark showing or letting other 
people know that he was maybe a step above them, was when we were 
standing in the hall outside of the dining room. I was coming back to 
the office after lunch. And I all of a sudden heard him say to a group 
of kids “Well, my dad just made a two hundred thousand dollar 
donation to Harbert Hill School.” Of course at that point I turned 
around and looked at him and I thought, “Well, if he did, then they’ll 
name the next building after you, and if he didn’t, then you just 
alienated a whole population of kids, because that attitude, you don’t 
need to display that.” Kids know where they come from and what 
their families have to offer, but when you have to verbalize it, and 
Mark is loud, too, when he talks. His voice will go up several octaves 
when he’s in a population, and that’s because he wants to demand their 
attention, so he’ll speak loudly to do so. Just coincidently, I had him 
later that afternoon, and I presented to him what I had heard coming in 
and he kind of smiled, and blew it off. But in fact did say that his step- 
dad we’re talking about, Curt, did make a sizeable donation to the 
school. I asked him why he thought that was important to impress his 
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peer group with that kind of a statement, and he really didn’t know, 
except he just knew that it impressed them. Or he thought it would 
impress them. 
He does not have a lot of friends. I’d almost go to the point to 
say at times I think he’s almost a loner. What few friends or peers he 
hangs around with, I’m not too sure whether we can call them friends 
or just casual acquaintances. And I think he does what he does and 
says what he says to try to impress people, so that they will look up at 
him. He has a very, very deep-rooted desire to be somebody 
important. He desperately wants to be important. Right now he’s 
carrying around a badge with him that says emergency medical 
services, and he very willingly shows that to everybody and then 
proceeds to tell people how he passed the CPR course here last 
summer. Once again, trying to look important. He desperately 
wanted, on his seventeenth birthday, to sign up for the Coast Guard. 
And I’m not breeching confidentiality here, because he made this clear 
for everybody. During parents weekend, Curt tried to explain to Mark 
that by joining the Coast Guard reserve unit or whatever, at 17, wasn’t 
going to make him someone who would have rank over other people. 
Mark didn’t understand that, and Curt kept repeating it: “You’re not 
going to be in charge; you’re going in as the lowest of low. People are 
going to be telling you what to do, when to do it and how to do it.’’ At 
which point and I’ll tell you this, it floored me. Mark sat right in that 
chair over there, and I’m looking at his face, and it was liked this kid 
just got punched in the stomach. The reality was, “Oh, I had no idea.” 
When I came back from parents’ weekend, I had asked Mark that 
Tuesday or Wednesday what happened, and he said that “We decided 
not to do it,” where, for the month prior, he continuously used that 
theme, that “I’m going into it as soon as I’m 17.” So he has really 
deep-rooted desire to be important, to be liked, to be looked up at, to 
be respected. Yet, once he is given those levels of authority, he has 
trouble dealing with it. 
He’s so impulsive in his actions, and he’s so set in his ways 
which are simply: “It’s my way or no way.” In fact a true friendship 
involves a lot of give and take, and the minute someone that he 
connects with wants to do something which doesn’t agree with what 
he wants, I think that friendship would basically end. I don’t think he 
could really blend a friendship together, simply because he’s so 
strong-willed and adamant in wanting it his way. I’m not too sure that 
at 17 now, if he doesn’t have any close friends that he can relate to at 
home, or close friends that he can call his close friends here, I have to 
make an assumption that he’s not or can’t develop a close bond with 
any one, particular person. 
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In describing Mark’s social relationships Mr.Gardner made reference, 
as nearly every participant had in one or another respect, to Mark’s inward 
focus: 
I think a lot of the things he does are self-serving. When he 
wants something, he’s the type of kid that will perform to get what he 
wants, and then move on. But socially, he does not take into 
consideration other people’s feelings when he’s doing something. And 
there are stories I’ve been told about the baseball incident last summer. 
I can’t remember the whole story. The coach and team had 
shared with me a real negative experience that took place at a baseball 
game. I want to say it was during the summer and where everybody 
was there basically to have fun. Mark’s attitude towards people who 
were not as good as him—and he’s a good athlete and he’s a strong 
athlete—-he became very negative toward people who were not as 
good as him. He made some real negative comments, and when the 
coach tried to take him aside to say look, “We’re here for fun, this isn’t 
the world series,” and so on and so forth, he couldn’t understand that. 
His mindset was: “No, we’re not here for fun, this is not fun, this is 
serious business, and if you don’t belong here, then you shouldn’t be 
part of the team.” So his compassion for peers that have less ability 
than him doesn’t exist. What works for Mark is fine, and what doesn’t 
work for him, he moves on. He’ll leave you hanging. 
I think he wants a [boyfriend-girlfriend] relationship quite 
badly, to the point where he had a relationship last year. Of course it 
lasted two days, but it was just coincidental that one of our sessions 
happened to be the day the relationship started, or it started the 
preceding weekend. So I told him I was happy for him because it was 
something he wanted. And two days later, at 7:15 in the morning, he 
was standing in my doorway here, completely falling apart, and this 
isn’t a breech of confidence again. Tears in his eyes, I thought he was 
having the major meltdown of the year. I brought him in, I sat him 
down, I closed the door and proceeded with “What was wrong?” 
Well, what was wrong was that the girl had decided that she didn’t 
want the relationship, and called it off. A two-day, three-day old 
relationship is nothing that earth shattering, but he was completely 
crushed because this relationship that he wanted fell apart as quickly 
as it started. He didn’t handle it well. I’m not too sure if he could 
handle a long-term relationship anyway, simply because it would have 
to be someone who’s very receptive and very accepting of him being 
the dominant player. If ever there was a give and take in the 
relationship, I don’t know if he could handle that, because socially his 
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judgment around just general social situation is poor. So I can’t see 
him having this strong lasting boyfriend-girlfriend relationship. 
If I remember correctly, it was kind of like his heart was 
broken, because the girl in essence shut him down. He didn’t cancel 
the relationship; he was excited that they were starting to date, and she 
basically called it off. It was kind of like the heart was broken. Now, 
whether part of it factored into it that he couldn’t have it and his 
feelings were hurt, from that end of it, I’m not too sure. It’s hard for 
me to know, but he was like a little puppy dog. He was just so 
crushed, because what he’d been waiting for all year fell apart. And 
that really wasn’t his first relationship there was another relationship 
that he was starting to get involved with, and what happened was the 
girl basically went back and forth: “I like this other guy.” She played 
both ends against the middle here for a while, and held him on for like 
three or four weeks, and then was finally going tell which one she was 
going to go out with, and it didn’t end up being him, but by then he 
didn’t care anymore. It was like: “You dangled the carrot in front of 
me for too long—keep the thing.” 
His impulsivity is just the way he behaves all the time. When 
th"e Yankees were winning (and I’m'using impulsivity just purely in an 
everyday sense here) when the Yankees won the World Series—he 
knows how I hate the Yankees, so he came in here and he had his 
Yankees jacket on. Of course, being from New York originally, I 
grew up to hate the Yankees. I was a Dodger fan. But he knows that 
and we have fun with that. He came in here and basically went on for 
fifteen minutes about the Yankees and how great they were and of 
course he knew he was driving me nuts, to the point where I actually 
had to sit here, putting on a straight face and keep my mouth shut, so 
he would finally stop. It was like he wouldn’t stop. There are times 
when he’s shared things with me in session where he blurts things out, 
but they’re very inappropriate. So it’s a combination of impulsivity as 
well as poor social judgment. Although this is a therapeutic session, 
what he blurts out is informational to me only, not requiring a 
therapeutic response. 
These are the two key characteristics of Mark, which I really 
believe impede him at this point in time from being successful in the 
world beyond Harbert Hill School. If not for the structure and the 
nurturance that goes on here from 7:30 in the morning to 3:20 in the 
afternoon, this kid would be lost. He would truly be floundering. I’m 
really surprised he doesn’t have more problems in the unstructured 
areas let’s say, from 7:30 till bedtime than he does. He does have 
problems, but like I say, they could be an awful lot worse. If he were 
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in a public school setting, he’d never make it. That’s my gut after 30 
years in public school. I could see him in the principal’s office at least 
once a day. 
In discussing Mark’s desire to return to public school, Mr.Gardner 
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constructs a view of normalcy that is clearly different than that offered by 
others in this section and which seems internally inconsistent. That is, 
Mr.Gardner recalls an attempt to persuade Mark that being at Harbert Hill 
School is “just as normal” as attending public school. At the same time, 
however, he clearly indicates in his responses to my questions that “at the 
bottom line [Mark] is not normal.” 
We’ve talked about Bexley [the public school that he wants 
desperately to attend] a lot last year, because it was my strong feeling 
supporting his parents strong desire for him to remain here, that going 
back to a public school setting would cause him more harm than good. 
And I shared that with Mark. In his mind he saw that as normal, but 
what I tried to instill in him is that normalcy is here, too. There are 
kids here who have problems, whether they be emotional problems or 
academic problems, but they’re just as normal as the kid you’d see at 
Bexley. To take yourself and put you into a special class designed in a 
public school—that’s not normal. And you would not be able to 
survive going through a full academic slate on a daily basis without 
support services, just based on the design of your learning disabilities, 
so what’s normal? And Bexley, to me, is a public school, and to take a 
kid who has a lot of emotional needs as well as learning disabilities 
and thrust him into a public school setting even with special ed 
services, I can’t imagine him being successful. How does he interpret 
that as normal? I don’t know what the Bexley design is; I do know 
where the public school design is where I was, and frankly, unless he 
was just in an LD support tutorial type program—if he was actually 
having academic classes based on special class—he’s, academically, 
far ahead of the population that’s usually serviced in those special 
classrooms. So it wouldn’t be appropriate. 
He wants to be a normal kid, but the bottom line is he is not 
normal. He is not a normal kid. If you take a abnormal kid and put 
him into a normal environment with the hope that the peer models 
around him will force and socially force him to become normal, its bad 
judgment on our part, because he’s 17 years old. He’s not a five or six 
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year old kid where you can start to role model. He’s already got his 
opinions. His personality’s already in place. He’s a sweet kid and a 
well meaning kid, and I think he has some decent manners. And I 
think, as time goes on, he will be successful, but he’s I truly believe 
he’s always going to need support services in place for him. I know 
that might be a scary thing to consider; if his parents were sitting here 
it might shake them up a little bit, but I think the mold is cast for Mark. 
He’s on a ton of medication, I have mentioned this several times, I am 
really concerned about the long term effect of that mediation on his 
liver, on his kidneys—we don’t think about thirty years from now, but 
trust me, somebody needs to be thinking about thirty years from now. 
He’s in counseling with me, he’s gotten counseling outside of school. 
I think the bottom line is you accept the fact that he’s never going to 
be normal, depending on what society calls normal. Let’s deal with 
what we have and make the absolute most out of it. I think Mark has 
to accept that. When Mark accepts that, you can move on. I’m not too 
sure he’s accepted that, and I think the reason he hasn’t accepted that 
is because he’s still basically socially immature and emotionally 
immature. He may be 17, but I have to tell you I know plenty of 12 
year olds that are far more mature than he is, so I don’t know I 
wouldn’t dare guesstimate a chronological age for his maturity, but it’s 
elementary school. This kid still needs a whole bunch more time to at 
least catch up emotionally where we can at least make a judgment call 
on where he’s going to be and where his future’s going to be. And I’m 
not too sure if I sat here once a week with him, and through therapy, 
got him to understand about the differences and normal and Mark, if it 
would do any good. Because he tunes me out. 
More than any other comment in this chapter, Mr.Gardner’s assertion 
that “the bottom line is you accept the fact that he’s never going to be normal” 
registered somberly. It was clear that this man approached Mark with the 
greatest care and concern that could be imagined; he would later say, “I’d take 
him home.” And yet, it was absolutely clear that Mr.Gardner located the 
disability, perhaps the defect, within Mark himself. This comment, more than 
any other, helped me to understand the allure of the clinical/medical model: 
just as it constructed disability as immutable, it also constructed disability as 
no-fault. 
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Also interesting in this passage was Mr.Gardner’s insistence on the 
importance of Mark recognizing his disability. Clearly, Mr.Gardner saw this 
as one of the central aims of his counseling work with Mark, though he noted 
repeatedly that Mark often “tuned him out.” 
Like this week, we spent a lot of time talking about the 
differences between dads. He has a real problem with both dads right 
now. And when he heard what he wanted to hear, he was with me. 
When he didn’t, I would see him put his head back, close his eyes, and 
tune me out. I’d say “Hey don’t tune me out because you don’t like 
what I’m saying.” He knew—he smiled. He got the message. 
As so many other participants, Mr.Gardner commented on Mark’s 
persistence as an identifying feature of Mark’s disability: 
If he feels that he can take control, his voice will elevate, he’ll 
raise his voice, and he’ll try to be in charge. I would think if he felt 
that it was something he was inadequate with, didn’t have the answers, 
didn’t feel comfortable with he would just get up and go away from it. 
Leave it alone—forget about it to avoid the confrontation. 
He won’t stop. He’d be classic on a debate team. He will 
brow beat the other parties until they get up and walk away. He does 
not yield to a situation that he feels strongly about that he’s right; he 
will not yield. He’ll just keep going. 
He’s not afraid to defend what he strongly believes in, but he 
needs to fully understand what that is. If there’s any doubt that he 
doesn’t understand, for example if you’re dealing with a subject that 
he’s not really versed on, he’ll back down, because he doesn’t want to 
come out a loser, so he’d rather just back out. But if you sit here and 
talk to him about basketball or football; if I was to say Ohio State was 
the worst college football team in the country this year, he would brow 
beat me to death until I finally said to him, “You’re right—I made a 
mistake.” And he wouldn’t stop anything that he has knowledge of 
and he has the facts on, he will not give up. He’s very strong-willed in 
that he’s very determined. 
When he does something wrong, when the cloud clears, when 
the dust clears, he is remorseful. If you show him where he was 
wrong, he will apologize, he will tell you he will try not to let it 
happen again, and he is remorseful. But when he does it, it’s usually a 
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result of his impulsivity kicking in. Whether it be shoplifting, getting 
into a verbal confrontation with the dorm counselor, or with someone 
in the dorm in a situation like that, the wrongdoing will happen. It’s 
just going to happen. And when it’s over you show him, or you say to 
him “this was a real bad judgment call on your part, what were you 
thinking?” and he thinks it through, he will be remorseful, he will be 
sorry for what he does. He knows right from wrong, it’s just that a 
switch clicks and takes him over. And he goes whichever way, 
whatever’s coming out of his mouth, he just keeps going. And he 
could get himself deeper and deeper and deeper, but in the long run, 
when you show him he was wrong, he will be remorseful. He will be 
sorry for what he does. He doesn’t want to hurt anybody. He’s not a 
malicious kid; there’s not malicious intent. Although he’ll try to let 
you believe that he’s got that macho and the tough-guy will come out 
of him. He’s not a malicious kid. He’s not out to hurt anybody. But 
his defense mechanisms kick in. 
He wants to control everything. He wants to be in control. He 
wants to control Curt and Susan; he wants to control Michael and his 
stepmother. He wants to be treated like a full grown adult who’s 
capable of taking care of himself. Unfortunately, the reality is, he 
can’t. I think Curt, based on what I’ve heard and what I’ve seen, 
probably is the one person he listens to the most. I don’t know why, 
maybe they’ve just established that relationship over the years. But 
Mark desperately wants to be in control. He definitely wants to be in 
charge of the decision making process. But unfortunately, I don’t 
think he has the wherewithal to do that. I don’t think it would be in his 
best interest, obviously. 
I related Mark’s idea that his disability was separate from him and 
somehow “told” him what to do, asking for Mr.Gardner’s reactions. Again, 
his inclination was to treat this clinically rather than as simply metaphoric. 
There was the sense that Mr.Gardner’s choice to understand Mark’s disability 
more in terms of unchecked impulsivity was in part a defense against having 
to consider a much more disturbing clinical opinion of Mark: 
Once last year when he told me that he was hallucinating, 
which kind of got me a little shook up, because I really wasn’t sure 
now whether he was telling me the truth or not. And it’s interesting 
because he was hallucinating dead people who were telling him to do 
things. As far as, in relevance to what you just said, that’s about the 
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closest I’ve seen where he contends that he’s got two personalities the 
good guy personality, the bad guy personality, and one overtakes the 
other. I think his impulsivity is just strong enough that he doesn’t 
consider consequence before he does something he just does it. As sad 
as this may sound, I could see him walking down the street with a 
couple of 17 year old friends, and a couple of beers under their belt, 
and all of a sudden approach a car with the keys in it, and say, “Hey, 
let’s go for a joy ride,” and he’d be right in there. He would know it’s 
the wrong thing to do, he could go home and get his family car if he 
wanted to go for a joy ride, yet he would do it simply because of the 
peer pressure and not consider the consequence. And that’s what I 
mean this switch goes off, and it’s go go go; consequence doesn’t 
factor in ‘til later. Then, as I said, he’ll be remorseful, “I’m sorry, I 
shouldn’t have done it, I was wrong, it won’t happen again.” But trust 
me, it would happen again. Because that switch goes off, and he’s 
onto the wrong road. 
My motto is only a stupid person does the same mistake twice. 
Mark is not a stupid person. He will definitely learn from doing 
something incorrect and being punished for it, but I believe he’d do it 
again. And I’m not saying he’s the stupid person, I’m just saying that 
his impulsiveness would get him into doing something twice. Where 
the average person, normal if you want, wouldn’t do it a second time. 
He can intellectualize. He’s very good at intellectualizing. He 
could sit here and intellectualize for 40 minutes, but he’s never really 
used that as a crutch that “It’s my disability that’s causing me to be 
that way.” But also remember, in this scenario here, you really don’t 
do anything wrong that you need justification. Everything he does in 
here is non-threatening. So it’s not like, “I didn’t get my term paper 
done. Or I didn’t get my book report done. My disability took over 
and blah blah blah.” This may be the situation where he couldn’t use 
it as a defense simply because he would never have the opportunity to 
do that. 
The fact that he’s acknowledged to you and talked so much 
about his learning disability really surprises me. Because he never, 
ever refers to it in session. Never. Which is interesting. What scares 
me is where he’s going with it, and is he going to use that for 
everything? If he went out and broke the law—he shoplifted and he 
got stopped: “I’m learning disabled; I have a disability.” Is he going 
to use this as his excuse to get around everything that is unacceptable 
in society? That concerns me. Because he’s never really, and I’ve had 
a lot of sessions with him in the year and a half, and he’s never used it. 
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I would think, if he did become seriously depressed, he could 
very well be suicidal, because for a lack of a better sentence here, to 
him life in general sucks. Nothing’s working. I don’t have a 
girlfriend, I don’t have any friends, I’m in a special school, I have two 
sets of parents, my biological father never spends any time with me, I 
want to be looked up at and respected but I’m not. It’s like a kid going 
through that pre-puberty phase, where “I’m short, I’m fat, none of the 
girls like me, and all the girls I like are going out with older boys.’’ 
His life right now is generally just rolling like tumbleweed. And he’s 
on a lot of medication and it’s very possible that the medication acts as 
an antidepressant to keep him from really losing it. 
Once more, Mr.Gardner stressed what he saw as the importance of 
Mark recognizing and identifying his disability, and again I was reminded of 
Susan’s thankfulness that Mark mistakenly (in her view) “sees himself as 
normal.” In doing so, Mr. Gardner painted a very stark picture of Mark’s 
future: 
He’s going to be alone. One of these days, he’s truly, if he 
hasn’t already, he’s gonna be there alone. He’s going to identify the 
fact that “I am alone—I have no friends—I have no peer group.” For 
him to be oblivious to his inappropriate social skills or poor social 
judgment might cause him less pain now, but in the long run will cause 
him a great deal of pain, because the day will come when he realizes 
when it will obviously come, that “I have no one.” And then what 
does he do then? Is that the day he hangs himself? Or does something 
drastic? He’s not a kid that is a typical loner; he doesn’t come across 
as an introvert, a loner, close the door, stay in my dorm room, play 
computer all the time. He wants to be accepted. He wants to be part 
of the group. So if he’s oblivious or if he’s ignorant to his 
inappropriate social skills, it may be less pain for him right now, being 
ignorance is bliss—it may be less painful for him now, but in the long 
run I think it would be catastrophic. If that’s the case, I’m not doing 
my job well enough here to get him to realize. 
I think parents are so desperately trying to normalize him, the 
question is, is the wrong track being used? Somebody needs to ask the 
question, can Mark be normalized? I know he had a whole neuro- 
pscyh done last summer, and it was very clear what is present skill 
level is, but ask the question, “Are we trying to make this kid 
something that he can never be?” And when you answer that question, 
then you develop the plan to go on from there. But until somebody 
wants to face the reality that the answer might be: “Yes, we’re trying 
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to make him something he can never be” then we’re going to continue 
to bounce off of walls until we finally regain our balance. And yes, 
that’s what you’re doing with Mark. You’re bouncing off walls try 
this med, try that med, try this program, try that program, take him out 
of this teacher, give him therapy, do this, work here, don’t work there, 
keep him away from that, put him in summer school, don’t let him go 
home and go to work we’re trying until we find the right thing. The 
question is, has anybody ever asked or answered the initial question 
can he be normalized? And as soon as you answer that question, then 
you develop the plan. I think our plan is based on “Yes, we can.” 
Yes, one day Mark Reagan will be normal, as long as we keep doing 
this and we’re all working hard trying to normalize him. 
Based on what I see now at 17,1 think Mark Reagan can 
always be a likeable kid, I think he has a personality. I have no idea if 
he’s ever going to be an independent person. Right now, unless 
something great happens in the next year, I can’t imagine him going 
off to college unless he was in a highly structured supervised program, 
with a supervisor for independent living. And this is now, God knows 
what can happen a year for now. He is so immature for a 17 year old. 
I’ve seen a lot of immature boys at 17. One thing about them, though, 
is that, there’s a level of independence when they’re alone. When 
they’re not trying to impress somebody, or trying to act macho, or 
trying to be something they’re not they can definitely make a decision 
of right from wrong. I think Mark knows right from wrong, but I’m 
not too sure he can make the decision. He may very well, and does, 
make the wrong decision and then says, “I’m sorry.” So in essence, he 
knows right from wrong, but can’t do it. And that of course, is based 
on poor social skills and his impulsivity. I really don’t think there’s a 
special pill or medication for that. And I’m not too sure there’s a 
special therapy for it either. 
People like Mark because he’s sweet. He is a sweet kid. He’s 
not a malicious kid. He does not intentionally want to hurt anybody. 
Once he gets past his anger, if he’s angry at somebody or mad at 
somebody, once he gets past that, he likes them again. He doesn’t 
hold a grudge, or doesn’t appear to hold a grudge. He can come in 
here and sit here and you can tease him, he can tease you. His affect is 
likeable. I’ve seen him in a fit of rage, I’ve seen him cry, and I’ve 
seen him very sincere, and in all of phases, you still like him. I mean, 
I’d take him home. I’ve had three sons that have grown up—I would, 
I’d take him home. I wouldn’t say that about all of the kids here. I’d 
take him home. He’s a likeable kid. He’s funny. When his 
personality kicks in, and it’s relatively stable, he’s funny. He’s funny 
to watch. He’s funny to talk to sometimes. I think he’s got several 
personalities there it’s a matter of which one you got. The nice one: 
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how can you not like him? And I think that helps him to be successful. 
I don’t see him as a kid he’s not a bad kid, he’s not a behavior 
disordered kid. He’s not a kid with an axe to grind or a grudge against 
the world. Right now he’s exhibiting a lot of frustrations, because 
damn it, you know, things should be going better than it is. And it’s 
not for him; in his mind it’s not. In reality, if you showed him how 
well it really is going, and he understood that, I think he’d handle it a 
little bit better. But he carries his heart on his sleeve. But I don’t 
know where he’s going. I wish I could tell you where he was going. I 
think the fact that he has two strong families that care and love him so 
much are going to make the difference between him being successful 
in life or not. I think Curt will find him a job somewhere within his 
organization and make sure that he’s covered, and Mark will do a good 
job at the job. It’s not like he’s not capable of doing that. And he’ll be 
taken care of that way, but you’re always going to have to worry about 
whether his impulsivity is going to get him to do something that he’s 
going to be screwed for. 
Curt may be able to get him the lawyers, and stuff like that. I 
think Curt has a lot to offer him. He’s taken Mark under his wing, and 
he will provide for the kid. The kid will work; he won’t know that 
Curt is behind the scenes pulling all these strings for him, but Curt will 
do that for him. If he doesn’t, then my impression of Curt is very 
wrong. 
7.5 Mr. Giraldo’s Portrait of Mark 
Of the participants whose portraits of Mark are featured in this chapter, 
Mr. Giraldo commented most directly about having a “distant” relationship 
with Mark, and it was his notion of Mark as “a little universe of his own” that 
I have used as an analytical and interpretive metaphor throughout chapters 5, 
6, and 7. It was also Mr. Giraldo who seemed most notably self-conscious 
about presenting a consistent theoretical understanding of learning disabilities. 
As nearly every participant in this study, Mr. Giraldo began his 
discussion of Mark with commentary on Mark’s social skills and the difficulty 
that he saw in this area: 
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I’m director of education, which means I basically direct the 
academic program and supervise the teachers, and with Mark really, 
my role is pretty distant. I oversee the faculty who design his 
program, and I sign off on his IEP and all that kind of thing, but I don’t 
have whole a lot to do with him day to day. 
When he comes to me, it’s usually for one of two things: 
because he got in trouble, and he wants to explain why the teacher was 
wrong and calling him on his behavior. And usually when he 
describes to me what happened, I think that whatever was done was 
exactly the right thing to do, but obviously he doesn’t think that. And 
he can describe all of the things that were inappropriate on everybody 
else’s part, but not mention the same things that he was doing as 
inappropriate. But then maybe two hours later, he could come back 
and say, “Yeah I should have apologized, I should have done this, I 
should have done that.” That’s one situation. The other one is that I 
would say every day he comes up to me at lunch or sometime during 
the day to joke around, and it’s always the same joke, or one or two 
jokes—that kind of thing. We go through the exact same script 
everyday. Like this joke about my going bald: “Oh, shiny today, Mr. 
Giraldo,” he’ll say, referring to the top of my head, and I’m supposed 
to react to that, and then go about our business. It’s a little ritual in 
this day to day. Or he knows that I went to Holy Cross, so he’ll come 
up to me telling me about Holy Cross being a lesser school than, I 
don’t know, whatever school he was big on at the time. But it’s 
always that same. 
If he once gets a positive response to something like that, a 
social interaction, then he just replays it because it worked out well, so 
he’s going to do it again. Because a whole lot of situations don’t work 
out very well for him. Last year I sat at his table for most of the year, 
for lunch, and these were the group of kids that he did really well with, 
all of whom are really into this one liner joke thing where they all 
come to lunch and they’d each have a half dozen of these one liner 
jokes like, “A priest, a rabbi and a whatever get into a whatever...” 
and most of our conversation was either the joke or me saying, “You 
know what? That one was too far over the line for lunch” and 
explaining that to him. 
I would say almost every social situation for him is a difficult 
social situation. I think, seeing really that he comes up with these 
repeatable patterns of behavior to go through, and they’re really almost 
verbatim repeated day after day. If he isn’t able to apply one of those 
scripts that he’s come up with to a situation, then he’s at a loss as to 
what to do. In fact, he’ll apply one of those things when it really is 
totally inappropriate. Someone will go up to him and say, “Please pick 
220 
up your dishes?” and he’ll tell them a one liner, or start with something 
totally unrelated to what you were talking about. That kind of thing, 
just non-sequitur. You say one thing, he’ll throw some pre-determined 
response in there; it that is more as if when you prod him socially, 
some one of these stock responses is going to come out. It’s either 
about sports, or it’s a one-liner off the Internet, one of those jokes he 
gets off the Internet. And a lot of time, frankly, he’s trying to repeat 
those back and has missed the punch line himself, so he’s not sure 
when you’re supposed to laugh, or get two of them mixed together, 
and you’ll end up with something that doesn’t make any sense at all, 
but he doesn’t notice that. But he’s really trying to apply some kind 
of, like he manufactures a response ahead of time. It’s just there and 
ready to go. And I think he must have different ones for different 
people, rather than different responses for different situations. He’s 
got his Mr. McDonald response, his Mr. Giraldo response, that kind of 
thing. 
I don’t know what to attribute it to—I don’t know if it matters 
what you attribute it to, but it is amazing to watch how, for example, 
he’ll give the first line of a joke at the lunch table, and then you can 
tell, being someone who’s heard jokes before, you can assume that the 
next line is going to be inappropriate for the lunch table, and say, “You 
know what Mark? Don’t finish that.” “Okay, okay, okay, okay” he’ll 
say, and he cannot stop from doing it—he has to do it. I’m not sure if 
I can ever think of an example where he’s been stopped like that where 
he’s actually stopped. And he’ll say that same thing, “Okay, okay, 
okay” and then he’ll blurt it out, and then he’ll say “Okay, okay, okay, 
sorry, sorry, sorry.” But he knew it was coming and it was already 
sort of cued up, and it was coming out regardless of what happened 
after that. I don’t know what to attribute it to. 
Mr. Giraldo’s reluctance to “attribute” Mark’s behavior to anything in 
particular was interesting—and really marked the beginning of the theoretical 
argument about learning disabilities that he would develop throughout the 
course of our interviews. He seemed, here, already to be positioning himself 
in opposition to a traditional, medical, neuropsychological view of learning 
disability. 
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He went on to describe the idiosyncrasies of Mark’s social behavior: 
Sometimes it’s almost like the stuff hasn’t already happened 
fifty times before. To him it is a new thing—or he just doesn’t have 
any other options. He’s got this repertoire and he’s going to have to 
pick from and he so badly wants to make some kind of social 
connection, he’s just going to do any of these things that occur to him. 
It’s fairly easy to reset him onto a new one, or whatever you can easily 
get him from one subject to the next, and that will take off for a few 
weeks, and then you can move him on to another one and another one, 
for your own amusement, I guess, but he doesn’t do that on his own. 
And the things that he does latch onto are not ordinary conversations 
about things. If you were to say to him, “Nice job on your homework” 
you wouldn’t get him bringing up the homework assignment or 
anything like that; you get things that are formulaic and that, there’re 
almost always good natured ribbing. That kind of thing where he’s 
kind of making fun of things about you and it can be this little sparring 
back and forth, but it’s all safe because it’s all the same thing he’s 
done the day before. He’s going to say this about you, you’re going to 
say this about him, then it’s going to be, “Go eat your lunch”—that’s 
the way it is. Some of it is really repetitive, almost as if his day is a 
series of little rituals in different settings. Which is why I think, again, 
going to a public school setting would be so difficult. Just simple 
things like changing the order of the classes in a day would upset that 
routine for him, and I think it would be disastrous. 
He certainly doesn’t generalize from a conversation or even ten 
conversations, necessarily. Maybe that’s he’s getting so much 
reinforcement from getting the thing out to begin with—with him 
that’s really a part of it. I don’t think it’s entirely the reaction he gets 
that’s reinforcing him, I think partly just saying these things are 
reinforcing to him—it sets up, establishes that things are comfortable 
and they fit in this pattern. If he didn’t have anything to say to you 
and if you just walked away, he still got most of the reinforcement that 
he was going to get. Even if you don’t answer back your standard 
response. Partly like he’s just on his own there, you know? He’s just 
bumping against all these other people throughout the day, but there’s 
no real interaction. So I don’t know if he learns from past social 
interaction. 
Listening to Mr. Giraldo’s description of Mark here, I was struck by 
how like the clinical descriptions of social deficits his narrative was. I asked 
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how he saw his view of Mark coordinating with Rourke’s (1989) model with 
which he was familiar. Specifically, I asked about the management of novel 
situations: 
You know, all that stuff about novel situations in NLD 
literature—I don’t know if I quite understand it the same way. I would 
say for him the problem is not exactly navigating novel situations only, 
and for other kids like him, but they don’t perceive what is novel about 
a lot of situations. If it’s 8th period, it’s 8th period. And the subtle 
novelties about the situations, like the teacher may have had a bad 
class the period before, or that another student isn’t in class today, 
things like that he doesn’t recognize as novel, and so continues with 
that stock response to things or a script. And it doesn’t work in every 
case, so it looks like he’s not able to cope with novelty when, in fact, 
he’s just not even recognizing novelty. It’s not that he’s anxious about 
it being new—it’s that he didn’t think it was new. To him it was the 
same-old, same-old, and somebody else didn’t see it that way. 
In further discussing Mark socially, Mr. Giraldo turned to the subject 
of friendships: 
I think he has here a lot of acquaintances who will tolerate him 
for a certain period of time. At lunch he sits with a handful of guys 
who like listening to some of these goofy stories that he tells, or jokes, 
but probably they’re not kids that he’s going to plan to do things with 
on the weekend, or he’s not going to meet them later to play 
basketball. It’s more that he’s serially tolerated by different groups of 
kids than it is that he has any particular group of friends. I can’t think 
of a time when I’ve seen somebody come up to him to initiate a 
conversation, although he’s constantly in a conversation with 
someone, or he’s constantly talking with someone. 
I think he has a really idealized notion of what it is like to have 
friends, all this kind of talk that kids come up with: “I’m not going to 
rat out my friends, I’m with them until the end” all these grandiose 
ways of talking. I think it would be hard for him to maintain a 
friendship over a long period of time, because I don’t see him having a 
whole lot of empathy for what kids think or feel, you know, noticing 
that they’re not in a particularly good mood. Most of what comes out 
of him I think is about Mark, and not relating to someone else, really. 
Although he constantly talks about friends that he has, especially 
friends outside of school. His brother’s friends, that person, this 
223 
person, people he’s met once or twice, and wants to have some 
affiliation with. You know, people that are relatively famous or that 
kind of thing, where he can say, “I know so and so.” 
Sometimes I think it’s an entree into a conversation; it’s a little 
story. You never really have a conversation with him, what you get is 
Mark telling a little story and then reaction from people. The story is 
sort of self-contained; it’s already ready to go: “I played tennis with 
Michael Jordan this weekend.” Whether it’s true or not, it’s a story, 
and it has a beginning and an end, and doesn’t really matter what you 
say. You could say, “Oh yeah, I did too.” You could say almost 
anything—it wouldn’t matter. The story would go the same way, it 
would have the same outcome, it would be over at the same point, and 
it’s not interactive. It’s just Mark and people around him. 
I think he gets carried away in those stories, and he may 
exaggerate, but I don’t think that he does it willfully or intentionally; I 
don’t think he’s lying to people. I don’t think he’s sitting concocting a 
lot of lies and then passing them off as the truth. I think that when he 
gets carried away, if you watch him in a conversation, it’s almost like 
he gets taller as you talk to him because he gets more and more 
animated and faster and faster to the point where you can hardly 
understand him anymore. I don’t know if I have a good example of 
him doing that. It does surprise me that a lot of the stories he tells turn 
out to have some kernel of truth to them, even though they seem 
fantastic to begin with, and that’s a problem for him, actually. Even 
when the stories are true, they’re so out of the ordinary, at least some 
part of them is so out of the ordinary that people, kids don’t accept 
them. Even adults will sort of tolerate them, but they walk away 
thinking, “Oh my God, please” That it’s probably not true. 
There is the “I have a bigger better story about everything” 
aspect. I think he gets a lot of his self-esteem through affiliation with 
things that he thinks are extraordinary. So, some of that is telling 
stories about people that he’s met, or being on the best team, or going 
to the best school, or whatever it is, even this study that you’re 
doing—he walks around school talking about it making him famous or 
him being somehow already famous enough to have been the object of 
study. Part of it I think is a joke on his part—he’s not entirely serious, 
but there’s a part of him that I think really thinks of it that way. He 
very definitely sees himself as capable of practically anything. And if 
you point out to him that he isn’t doing some of the things that you 
would have to do to get to his goals, he usually says, “That’s not 
important, what’s important is the end—when the game comes down 
to the last” and it’s always some kind of grandstanding thing at the end 
that’s really going to be important. If he could get that one more 
chance. There’s no slow, steady improvement or development or that 
kind of thing in his mind—it’s all “I’ll get my shot eventually at doing 
something great.” And then that’ll be it. 
I asked Mr. Giraldo to speculate about why Mark might be so inclined 
toward exaggeration, remembering how directly Curt had dealt with what he 
called “lies.” 
I think that some of it is probably compensation for having 
been told a lot of the time, “Well, you can’t do this and you can’t do 
that” and “You have a real problem with this” and that kind of thing. 
I think that’s true of a lot of the kids that you see here. They’ve had so 
many occasions where someone says “Your disability prevents you 
from doing this, or will make that hard.” But from him it’s on another 
order of magnitude greater than most kids that you see. Some kinds 
might say, “Yeah I can get a 100 on the test” when they’re going to get 
a 75, but he’ll say “I’ll get a 1000 on the test—I wrote the test—I 
invented tests in the 1940s” that kind of thing. A teacher just told me 
today that Mark made a big deal in newspaper class this week of 
saying that he was going to take over the stock report page, and he had 
all these great ideas and what he ended up doing was one one-sentence 
comment on AOL stock having dropped a point or whatever, but it 
was one sentence. That’s indicative of the way he approaches a lot of 
things—he comes out of it with and states expectations that are just off 
the scale, and of course, because nobody could, doesn’t meet those 
expectations. And later, he either doesn’t want to discuss it or can tell 
you exactly why it isn’t his fault or that he doesn’t have responsibility 
for the fact that he didn’t get there. And he’s really good at self- 
defense in that way, I think—of maintaining that image of himself for 
himself, even when presented with evidence to the contrary. 
I’ve seen him on some occasions saying, “Well, how can you 
expect me to do this because of my disability?” That’s mostly when 
you’re asking him to do something that he really doesn’t like to do, 
like clean his room, or produce the worksheet from the day before, or 
any particular thing where you’re saying, “You’re not measuring up 
here” or “I want you to do this thing that’s really difficult.” 
As Mr. Giraldo continued here, the portrait that he constructed of 
Mark was remarkably similar in some ways to Mark’s self-portrait. Indeed, 
both Mr. Giraldo’s account of Mark’s view of disability and Mr. Giraldo’s 
own construction of disability most closely resemble the construction of 
disability that Mark had developed: 
You get the sense talking to him that he really doesn’t buy the 
whole idea of having a learning disability, or doesn’t really accept the 
idea of learning disabilities, and frankly, that’s true of a lot of the kids 
too, that we have here. But again with him, some kids think that way a 
little bit—he thinks that way all of the time in every situation. It’s a 
real, to him it’s like a separate, it’s somebody else’s idea. It’s not his 
idea about him. I think less than most kids he makes use of it as an 
excuse, because it doesn’t even occur to him that it could be true with 
him. And that’s the feeling you get when you talk to him about it. 
He’s very up-front about things that he has had described to him as 
relating to a disability. He’s very good at saying, “Well it means that 
I’m not good at this and that” but if you were to say to him, “What are 
you not good at?” I’d bet he’d be stumped. He knows the material 
about learning disabilities, but so if you ask it that way, say “What 
does it mean to have a Nonverbal Learning Disability” he could tick 
off something. But if you said, “What are your weaknesses?” he’d 
say, “Let me get back to you.” 
I shared with Mr. Giraldo Mark’s notion of disability as other; he 
quickly picked up his narrative again: 
It very definitely is like he doesn’t consider it him—friat it’s 
separate from him somehow. That it’s like a sort of past life or a thing 
that happened, and he can set it aside now. It’s not him—the things 
that happen that he has to be spoken to about in a disciplinary fashion, 
he will not take any responsibility for initially. A lot of the times the 
next day he will, or six hours later that kind of thing—and I think 
frankly, that is the result of a lot of, or looks like the result of a lot of 
therapy where someone has to give him a script of how you go back to 
somebody to apologize later when you’ve cooled off. He has all of 
these scenes that he can play. He sometimes picks and chooses from 
them fairly accurately, or picks one that is a fairly good fit. The 
problem is that he has maybe a hundred of these things and there are 
an infinite number of situations that he has to apply them in. So he 
comes back and plays the “Gee, I realized I was wrong” conciliatory 
kid, and if that doesn’t quite cut it, if someone says, “That’s okay, but 
you’re still going to have detention” the problem erupts again, because 
the story didn’t play out that way in his head. The story was you come 
back and you get forgiven, and then you get carried off on somebody’s 
shoulders, that sort of thing. That’s the way he sees a lot of situations 
ending for him—like he’s just going to be carried out on the backs of 
his teammates. He’ll do some kind of play-by-play thing: “And 
Reagan’s picked up and carried off.” That’s the sort of feeling you get 
about these things. As if he’s talking about himself in the third person. 
As I continued to question Mr. Giraldo about Mark’s disability, his 
responses became progressively more theoretical and less directly related to 
Mark, specifically. There was also a certain hesitancy in his demeanor as he 
continued, which in retrospect was perhaps a reluctance to articulate a view 
that was his own knowing that it might be interpreted as an institutional 
approach because of his position at the school: 
This is going to sound odd coming from someone who works 
at a school for learning disabled students, but I have a difficulty with 
the traditional definition of learning disabilities, especially the way 
NLD, for example, gets described as a very concrete sort of thing. 
Like, here’s the menu—if you get enough of these things, then you’re 
NLD. And you are NLD—like that’s a thing to be—you can be this 
disorder or that disorder. 
Here, I was immediately reminded of Mr. Narcissy’s comment that to him, 
students are much more than examples of “this D or that D.” 
I think a much more practical way to look at is think of each 
kid having some set of characteristics that you can notice about the kid 
in some particular context. I don’t even know that it would always be 
the same. In other words, you can take a kid here and say here are the 
real difficulties that he faces—and then put him in another school, or 
put him on a trip to the mall on the weekend, and it’s a whole different 
experience. 
I wouldn’t tend to look at it that way—to say there’s a 
disability and that someone can have it or not have it. And that it’s a 
component of your profile or your personality, or something. I tend to 
think more about it in terms like: “Here’s something he’s good at, and 
here’s something else he’s not very good at.” You could keep going 
kind of endlessly looking at what those different skills are, depending 
upon the context. 
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I asked Mr. Giraldo how this view was accepted by others at the 
school or by parents, for example: 
It can be a fairly embarrassing situation when some parent 
comes up and says “Well, you know my kid is blah blah blah” and the 
teacher says or I say, “I wasn’t thinking of that—this is what happens 
in class.” That situation occurs here fairly frequently, and I think it 
can be a difficult situation when somebody has had the, some parent 
has been really latched on to this diagnosis, and think that they’ve 
finally found the answer to the problem, and then somebody here says 
“Oh, I didn’t realize that was the diagnosis.” It looks bad, but I think 
in a lot of cases it’s actually a good thing, because people aren’t taking 
a piece of paper that says: “Here’s what’s true of this kid” and 
working from that. They actually get to see what the kid is like day- 
to-day. 
Taking the opportunity to expand this theoretical view even further, 
Mr. Giraldo continued: 
I tend to think of any human phenomenon as a social 
construct—as not necessarily a set of concrete facts about somebody. 
And as I said, you may be able to describe these things in this setting, 
but you look at another setting, you’re not going to see any of that. 
And what highlights or throws into relief a lot of these qualities are the 
expectations that the school has or that the parents have, or the culture 
in general has. So it’s hard for me to think that there is such a thing as 
NLD, and that it has just always been this way, and that is this 
particular thing. Even some of the discussion as to whether it is a 
brain-based disorder, or what the physiological implications are— 
some of that to me really doesn’t mean a whole lot. It would be sort of 
like saying, let me think of it this way: take for instance, people who 
wear reading glasses. Before we had type, you didn’t need reading 
glasses, of course we didn’t have them, but you didn’t think of people 
as in need of reading glasses before there was type. So if you didn’t 
have the expectation that kids could easily adapt in all situations, then 
you wouldn’t notice this difficulty adapting to novelty. Or if you just 
didn’t have a lot of novel situations in your world, there wouldn’t be a 
disability in that respect anymore. All of sudden there is no disability, 
because there’s no expectation that you can’t meet. There’s a lot of 
LD research talks about mismatch theory, where it’s just a mismatch 
of expectations and skills; I’m not sure if I accept exactly the way it’s 
put out there, either, but I think it’s probably a more productive way of 
looking at this. 
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I noted to Mr. Giraldo that much of what Mark had said in my 
interviews with him seemed similar to the position that Mr. Giraldo was 
articulating and read some of Mark’s comments to Mr. Giraldo for him to 
comment on: 
[Mark’s idea of other people defining him] fits what I’m saying 
I prefer as a definition, that it’s a social construct, and so in a way 
Mark latched onto it by saying, “If I’m defined this way by somebody 
else, then I have to accept that that’s the truth.” At the same time, I 
can picture him saying that in an odd way to dismiss it, tongue in 
cheek and meaning: “Well, I guess that they think that, but as I well 
know, I am not disabled” or “My disability has nothing to do with me” 
or that kind of thing. 
I would say that [knowing a student’s profile] affects how you 
deal with any student coming in the first two weeks of school, 
basically, and after that it’s not a big factor. It’s a shorthand way to try 
to do the right by a kid that we don’t really know. But once you get to 
know each kid, I think people rely a lot more heavily on their 
experience with somebody. So knowing coming into it that a kid is 
described as NLD might help you in that first week in maybe not 
designing certain types of activities in the class, or at least going about 
them expecting that it will be difficult. I don’t think that it’s 
something that people have in mind day-to-day, constantly. Or frankly 
if it could even be productive to do that anyway. There are always 
these huge questions, and teachers always bring this up, between 
where you accommodate or modify for a kid given some description of 
a disability, and where you ask them to focus on the very thing that’s 
hard for them in order to remediate the skill. There are two schools of 
thought about that, I guess, but deciding when to do one or the other 
proves to be a difficult thing to do, and I don’t think can be determined 
by what’s on a piece of paper about a kid. I mean, there’s no way to 
know when you see a student as NLD whether this particular kid 
should actually work at better using charts and diagrams, for example, 
or should have all charts and diagrams wiped off the face of the planet 
for them. It depends on so many other things—and not all of which 
have anything to do with “disabilities.” Some have to do with nothing 
that seems relevant. The kid might be able to do it with me and not 
with you, or vice versa, because there’s some relationship that I have 
that you don’t—it’s not as cut and dried, as “He is NLD and therefore 
this is what will work or won’t work.” 
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It was clear that Mr. Giraldo was developing a construct of learning 
disabilities that was considerably different than those developed by the other 
school personnel in this chapter. In many ways, this seemed like a theoretical 
articulation of the implicit rejection of disability as a category that Mark’s 
teachers had offered as a group. 
Shifting to another aspect of this issue, I raised the question of 
normalcy with Mr. Giraldo. Immediately, he referenced the same discussion 
that Mr.Gardner had begun with: the effects of attending a private boarding 
school for students with disabilities: 
To Mark, being normal probably most means not going to this 
school. And that’s a statement that a lot of kids have to deal with. 
Many, many kids have the experience that if someone’s doing 
something for them that is more than what’s being done for most other 
kids, then that’s a problem. Whether they need it or it’s helpful, or 
better—it doesn’t matter—if someone has to go out of their way for 
them, as they see obviously their parents doing and the school doing in 
setting them up in a situation like this, that shows them there’s a 
problem. I would say mostly for Mark that he would think, “I need to 
go to an ordinary public school somewhere—like Bexley,” and he has 
mentioned this to me several times. 
I would think he would do miserably at any public school 
because I think he’d get a lot of attention by kids who were not his 
friends, who could egg him on to be funny in class, get thrown out of 
class, and basically get nothing accomplished. It’s hard enough when 
people who have gotten to know him and appreciate some of those 
things about him to keep him focused and not to allow him to get out 
of hand, like with the joke-telling, for example. It’s easy to see how 
he would perform for the class, and then pretty quickly would just be 
thrown out of class. And then I think, would right away be blaming a 
conspiracy against him among the teachers at the school. 
[Academically,] I think, the biggest thing that strikes me is that 
he couldn’t keep up with the writing demands of a regular education 
program. Teachers would just expect it, the classes other than his 
English classes, that he was able to do this stuff, to show them what 
he’d know how to do. A history term paper would be just a disaster 
for him. There’s isn’t a whole lot that the person is going to have time 
or the inclination to do about it—here’s your paper, here’s your 
assignment, and six weeks later he doesn’t turn anything in and fails 
the class. 
Another thing he talks about in terms of goals, I think a lot of 
what he has probably picked up from television shows and movies and 
that kind of thing is, “I’m going to get married, I’m going to be 
wealthy, I’m going to be great to my kids.” These are the really sorts 
of vague things that he’ll say that most kids would not talk to adults 
about. He becomes focused on one thing or another. For a while it 
was a military thing, and he was going to be in the air force. It’s every 
day he’ll tell you about it. And then it sort of drops away, and he’ll 
find something else and focus on that. 
I think in terms of academic skills he’d be prepared to handle 
some college program, I’m hesitating because I can’t think of some 
outcome that is the object of going to college for him as an example. I 
really cannot think of a job where I can picture him doing it day-to- 
day. Maybe the Mark Reagan Show, where he could just be himself 
and someone could film him. Or something where he’s just 
personality, and I don’t know. He would be a great CEO if he didn’t 
have to make any decisions—he could just be the figurehead for 
something. He’d be recognizable and that kind of thing. I don’t know. 
If you ask you what he wants to do he doesn’t seem to have a good 
idea, as I said before he’s got all kinds of stock things played out for 
himself, but he goes from one to the other and in a different way than 
most kids are undecided. For him this thing is fully realized in his 
imagination, and he’s done with that one and he goes on to the other 
one. And works out the whole process again. I don’t know. 
One of his recurring themes is the military. I don’t see it right 
now being a very viable option for him. He’s so impulsive in the way 
he reacts to some things that I can picture him having a lot of difficulty 
with the discipline in the military. He’s actually said to me about his 
plans, that they’re not realistic or they’re not—he’s not even really 
interested in them—it’s just something he got in his head. I’m trying 
to think of some of the other occupations he’s told me over time he 
was going to be in. There’s always some sort of sports star that’s a 
possibility. I think an architect at one point was a big thing. Honestly, 
I don’t know what to picture him doing when he’s out of high school. 
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Toward the end of our interview, I asked Mr. Giraldo again to try to 
characterize Mark more generally, to point to something that he thought was 
representative of Mark, could stand for Mark as a whole. Again, he returned 
to Mark’s social behavior: 
A lot of times you’ll see him walk into a situation—he’s 
always going at what he’s expected to be there for. He doesn’t even 
think or it’s not his instinct to assess what is going on. It’s almost that 
he’s in his own bubble going around. In a lot of ways, his life is like 
he’s at the center and there’s other things are going on—they sort of 
bump up against him or they circle him or whatever, but he’s 
independent of a lot of that. And it may have an effect on him one 
way or another, only like a rubber band stretching—it’s not like a one- 
to-one relationship. Somebody walks in and says, “Mark stop that,” 
for example. Well, that doesn’t mean that Mark’s going to stop that; 
to him that may be related to something entirely different than you 
intended. The things with girls—all these girlfriend things that he 
talks about—it’s like he over-interprets things. He’s picking up on 
miniscule little things to say, and then he extrapolates from that all 
kinds of information. 
He told me a story about a girl he had dated on this campus, I 
didn’t know that they had ever dated, and I think in the end of all this, 
he ended up telling me they dated for a day, but it sounded like it was 
a long term relationship with this girl. But he does that often. He’ll— 
it’s another thing when kids look at him with suspicion when he says 
“My girlfriend” this or that—it’s almost like he says it as part of what 
he thinks is an ordinary conversation, but it doesn’t really matter 
whether it’s accurate or not, or it doesn’t really occur to him that it 
could be accurate or not—there’s no difference to him. 
I’m not even sure if he notices. I’m not even sure if [accuracy] 
is even criterion that he uses. It would be funny to see him, it’s almost 
like he never makes reference to anything outside of his own 
interpretation of things. Or recognizes that someone else could have a 
different view of it. It’s not like that with him. There’s Mark 
Reagan’s view—that’s the view. 
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Again, what others had called egocentrism or self-serving behavior 
was at the heart of what Mr. Giraldo described, but there was no sense from 
him that he considered this a purely negative trait or that he would describe 
Mark as egocentric in a pejorative fashion: 
Walking into a room is a good example. You’ll see him 
walking to a class and it’s always a grand sort of flourish—the door 
swings open and he comes trudging in, mid-sentence about something 
already, and probably the same sentence he used the day before when 
he walked in. Again, it’s like the things outside his own head aren’t’ 
really there, or they’re less real to him than what’s inside his head. 
For Mark, there’s right now, and whether he’s got a good 
handle on what’s happening or not, he’s going to have a response, and 
for that second, it’s true to him. I don’t think he lies in a calculating 
way like other kids sometime lie. But I think he says a lot of things 
that don’t turn out to be factually true after the fact. And I think he 
sometimes even realizes that, but it’s almost like it doesn’t matter to 
him. Again, it’s not deception—it’s not that he wants you to believe 
this when he knows that is the case—it’s just things get said following 
these stock scripts, and he leaves it at that. Maybe that’s all he can 
do—I don’t know exactly, there’s no pondering things with him. 
I think he’s, I don’t know what to say about him—I’m trying to 
think of a good metaphor for him. It’s like he’s a little universe of his 
own traveling around, and he’s more or less unaffected I think by most 
of what happens. And I’m not saying that’s a good thing—I think it’s 
an unfortunate thing and I think that he sometimes even feels that way, 
that he’s somewhat isolated, and yet he’s a very forward, you know, 
boisterous kind of kid, that you would think is engaged socially. If 
you didn’t know him and you were here for one day, you might think 
he’s a popular kid and everybody talks to him, when really it’s he’s 
bumping up against everybody else during the day. 
He’s more of the sun. Things are revolving around him in his 
mind, I think. And literally, I guess all of these things have an effect 
on him, but he, at least in the social world, he doesn’t respond to other 
things so much as they respond to him. 
I think most of the rest of the world views him as a comet that 
comes crashing through once a day. That’s part of the problem. He’s 
got one view of how things are, and most other people share a view 
that’s fairly similar about him, and his view and theirs are not the same 
at all. His view is Mark’s view. 
7.6 Summary 
As in previous chapters, the differences among portraits of Mark are 
perhaps the most interesting and significant feature of the collection of 
portraits. However, more so than in other sections, there is a unity to the 
portraits offered by the school administrators and other professional personnel 
in this chapter. Portraits offered by these participants seemed to take a 
common perspective on disability even as they constructed different concepts 
of disability; as a group, these participants took a more theoretical or clinical 
look at disability. That is, the participants in this section seemed to be 
constructing theories of disability in addition to or sometimes instead of 
portraits of Mark and his disability, specifically. That is not to say that these 
participants did not have or did not offer specific information about Mark; 
they did. This distancing from the particulars of Mark’s situation seemed to 
be related to these participants’ concern about speaking publicly for the school 
or for the field of special education more generally. 
That said, the diversity of the constructions of Mark and his disability 
offered by the participants in this chapter remains the paramount finding of 
this section. Three of the four participants maintained a view of disability that 
is consistent with the traditional, medical model of disability. These 
participants clearly located the disability within Mark. To varying degrees 
and with varying degrees of specificity, they attributed Mark’s difficulties 
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with social skills and with academics to neurological dysfunction, and they 
offered differing views of how Mark might be successful in pursuit of future 
educational and other goals. The fourth participant, Mr. Giraldo, suggested 
another view of disability that departed from the others dramatically. Mr. 
Giraldo offered an understanding of disability that highlighted the importance 
of the social construction of disability. He constructed disability as a 
“mismatch” between socially determined expectations (on both the small and 
large scale) and personal attributes. 
Again, caution in interpreting these findings is warranted. The 
tendency within the field of education (and perhaps even more so within the 
sub-field of special education) would be to highlight commonalities and 
explain differences as anomalies. Within the framework of this study, that 
would clearly be a mistake. The consequences of the ways in which disability 
is constructed at this level within the school organization are legion. From 
determinations about curriculum and diploma requirements to discipline 
policy these consequences extend to every aspect of the school program. 
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CHAPTER 8 
DISCUSSION, IMPLICATIONS, AND DIRECTIONS FOR 
FURTHER RESEARCH 
/ 
8.1 Discussion 
The purpose of this study was to explore the experience of disability 
that a student, his parents, teachers, school administrators, and other school 
personnel had of disability and Nonverbal Learning Disability in particular. 
Interpretive portraits of the various constructions of disability that the 
participants piece together and their reflections on those constructions 
constitute the findings of this phenomenological interview study. This chapter 
offers additional, global discussion of those portraits, suggests implications in 
the fields of special and general education, and puts forward recommendations 
for further research. 
8.1.1 Research Question 1 
My first research question regarded the student participant whose 
experience was at the very heart of this study. The student participant had 
been labeled NLD or as demonstrating a Nonverbal Learning Disability: 
How does this student labeled NLD construct the notion of (learning) 
disability? 
For Mark, the experience of disability was a sensitive issue. Clearly 
Mark was ambivalent about his experience with NLD or with disability in 
general. While his specific discussion of his disability suggested that he was 
skeptical of the notion of disability as it had been presented to him as a young 
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child (exclusively from the prevailing medical model of learning disability), at 
the same time he was intrigued by the idea that he was the focus of research. 
Clearly, Mark seemed to appreciate a certain status as the central participant in 
this study, even though his participation was not widely known, even in the 
setting where the research was conducted. 
During the formal interview process, Mark clearly outlined two 
conceptual or metaphorical understandings of his learning disability that I 
have jointly characterized in the phrase: disability as other. For Mark, this 
phrase had two meanings. First, he articulated a sense in which he felt that 
others had labeled him as learning disabled and that in many ways control 
over that labeling was simply not within his sphere of influence. At times, he 
seemed to accept that if others viewed him as disabled, he must in fact be 
disabled. Alternately, he seemed to react defiantly to this, suggesting that his 
lack of participation in the labeling process delegitimized the characterization 
of him as disabled. 
Second, Mark articulated what seemed to be a fully realized 
perspective on disability that imagined or constructed his disability as a self- 
sufficient and independent entity that had the power to affect Mark’s decision¬ 
making processes. He related the experience of his disability “telling him” to 
behave in particular manner, much as the commonsense personification of 
conscience might be imagined to do. He expressed exasperation that he was 
not always able to be fully in control of himself in a way that he could feel 
ultimately responsible for. 
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Ultimately, it was Mark’s reluctance to hold the conviction that he was 
disabled in a way that made him different from other, “normal” people (in his 
parlance) that characterized Mark’s experience of disability most pervasively. 
However, it was this very multiplicity of Mark’s experience and the 
sometimes contradictory assertions that he made when following various 
narrative lines in reflecting on his experience that was most instructive. While 
these various perspectives and assertions were impossible to reconcile 
logically or by referencing an overarching principle in interpreting Mark’s 
experience through the interview data, this multiplicity provided a model for 
understanding the notion of disability as constructed socially by the many 
participants in this study. 
In the end, I was forced to accept the notion that Mark’s disability 
came into existence, faded from existence, or took on various iterations based 
on the localized and temporary context in which Mark found himself. This 
was true on a micro level during the interview process itself: at different 
points in the process or in the narrative construction of his life, Mark’s 
experience of disability took on different shapes, colors, and implications for 
him. On a macro level, it was evident that each of the participants had 
constructed a notion of disability in a dynamic relationship with Mark that 
was equally dependent upon variable circumstance. 
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8.1.2 Research Question 2 
My second question for this study expanded the field of view for 
question one. Question two addresses the constructions of the other people 
intimately involved with Mark and with his disability: 
How do this student’s parents, teachers, and other school personnel construct 
the notion of (learning) disability? 
Chapters 5, 6, and 7 address the multiple, divergent, contradictory, and 
possibly irreconcilable constructions of disability that twelve other people in 
Mark’s life had cobbled together over their lifetimes and then reflected on 
during the interview process. It is, of course, impossible to summarize these 
notions in any meaningful way in this section; what I do here is offer a 
pastiche that highlights the heterogeneity within and among these constructs 
and which I hope adequately represents the cacophony of voices that inhabit 
just the limited part of Mark’s world that I was able to capture. 
The following excerpts are taken directly from the interview data 
collected with Mark, his parents, teachers, school administrators, and other 
school personnel. Paragraph breaks indicate a change in speakers, though I 
have not identified individual speakers, preferring instead to organize this 
section in a roughly thematic fashion. In some cases, statements from 
different parts of the same interview have been presented as following one 
another directly to emphasize the juxtaposition of divergent views presented 
by the same participant; this is indicated by the use of ellipses. 
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8.1.2.1 Pastiche 
My earliest memory was when I was real little and my mom 
and my dad were still married and we were living in New York. I 
dressed up in a pumpkin outfit and, for Halloween, and we went 
around the apartments and the apartment building and we went and I 
got candy and I thought it was fun, the most fun thing I ever did.. .if 
you looked at me, I felt like I had the biggest smile on my face. 
Mark was a normal baby, he really didn’t show, in my mind, at 
least in my memory any difference from other children until he was 
able to learn to walk. 
If he was out in public and you told him to stop something, 
he’d have a fit. A smart guy would have gone back to Ohio and left 
his mom in New York.. .[I stayed] I guess, because I think I can fix 
anything.... We don’t think, we don’t think Mark’s anyone else’s 
problem. 
The bottom line is he is not normal. He is not a normal kid.... 
I’ve seen him in a fit of rage, I’ve seen him cry, and I’ve seen him very 
sincere, and in all of phases, you still like him. I mean, I’d take him 
home. I’ve had three sons that have grown up—I would, I’d take him 
home. I wouldn’t say that about all of the kids here. I’d take him 
home. 
And I’d say, “You don’t behave well enough to call me dad. 
So when you behavior’s well, call me dad. 
Probably he needs to feel comfortable in a situation. A feeling 
that there’s support for him. I’m not positive about that, but I know 
that in my class he felt that he was supported and that I was—it was 
pretty clear that he would be doing alright in the class and there 
wouldn’t be problems in there, regardless. 
If I started thinking of kids as ADD, NLD, or ADHD, instead 
of who they are, that would be doing a disservice. The kids are who 
they are. In whatever areas that need to be addressed, I’m going to 
address them as people as individuals, rather than “Mr. NLD.” 
Because if I was just addressing the disability, I might as well go into 
medicine. 
I can’t look at him as NLD and Mark, he should know that the 
disability is part of who he is—rather than just a separate thing that 
affects him at different times. Because it’s not at different times, 
obviously, because he wakes up in the morning and he’s NLD. He 
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goes through the day and he’s NLD. He’s Mark. He goes to bed as 
Mark. I think a kid growing up with this disability their whole life, by 
the time they get here, that disability, whether they were diagnosed last 
year or ten years ago, has made them who they are. 
My hope is that sooner or later someday he’ll use the word “I” 
in a statement like that—my disability, I do this, I do that. 
He really just had a lot of problems with children, and dealing 
with children and misinterpreting situations, and he had an overriding 
emotion of anger from a very early age that just kind of grew in its 
expression as he got older, and clearly I think that’s because of his 
level of frustration at just not getting so much of what was going on. 
And when I say not getting, not because he was dumb, but as it was 
described to me when we finally learned that he had what was known 
as a Nonverbal Learning Disability. 
My view would be that he would like to have lots of friends, 
and that he has kids that he calls friends because he happens to be in 
class with them, and because of the structured class situation they 
aren’t unkind to him. I would guess from what I’ve seen, that he’s 
pretty much on the edges, the fringes of most social circles, and that he 
pushes into the fringe because of his lack of awareness of the fact that 
the kids probably don’t want him there. I seriously doubt that he 
actually gets invited into too many of them. I don’t see the kids on 
campus at night, but that would be my guess from what I see around. 
At school, Mark has a handful of friends, I think, that he hangs 
out with, maybe four or five kids. I think a lot of the other kids would 
tolerate, I guess is a good word, a lot of the other kids understand that 
he does try and he wants to be as good as he thinks he is, but he’s not, 
and they understand that and they see that, and some of the kids accept 
it and other kids don’t—other kids give him a hard time over it and 
make fun of him, and then he becomes very defensive and will be 
vulgar and loud and say things that really make no sense to the 
conversation, which then feeds the kids to even say more, 
unfortunately. 
It’s not that he’s isolated or alone or lonely, but I do not know 
of any close friendships that he has. He definitely is doing better 
socially than he did last year, but I guess it comes down to how you 
define friendships. If you define it as people you can hang out with in 
the activity center, sure he’s got a few, and probably twice as many as 
he did last year, but if you view a friendship as something that’s going 
to last and something that’s based upon trust and care and concern and 
mutual respect, I don’t think he has many in that regard. But I don’t 
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think that he realizes it either, so in that framework, he’s not a huge 
concern to me compared to the student who sits by himself and is 
depressed about it. If he has people he can hang out with and he’s 
happy about it, I think he’s okay with it. 
I think that is one benefit for some students who have that sort 
of disability that Mark has, the deficits that Mark has. He won’t see 
that he’s not being as accepted as he could be accepted. That doesn’t 
hurt him; he’s kind of lucky that way. 
I don’t think that he would ever, unfortunately, sustain 
friendships with people, with, what’s the word I want to look for here, 
I want to say more intelligent, but the people that can see the real 
Mark. You know, the storyteller. I’m not sure—he might grow out of 
that, I don’t know. I see him, most of his friends being the people who 
don’t understand what Mark is all about and his ideas and the stuff that 
he talks about. Some of it’s just so outrageous and so unbelievable. 
It’s kind of like if somebody has a dog who barks too much 
and chews on your slippers and slobbers on the morning paper, why do 
you still keep this dog around? It’s—I don’t know why. He is likable. 
One thing that I see missing—one thing that I wish he had and 
I wish I had for him would be some real strength. What is his passion? 
He’s independent; he is as I said earlier, driven. He’s 
hard working. I think in spite of his impulsiveness he is mature. He 
can be quite capable. I think he’s aware of himself but not of his 
surroundings. I think he’s someone who is trying to get to know 
himself very well, and works hard on himself. And I would say that 
given who Mark is, he is a success. 
I think that Mark has the ability to do pretty much anything that 
we ask him if we could put the way we want it done and what we want 
done in his terms and in what he’ll understand, what he’ll like, you 
know of something he’s interested in like basketball, athletics or 
whatever it may be, something that he’s really interested in. If we 
could put what we wanted him to learn into those types of situations, I 
think that he could pretty much deal, understand, converse about a lot 
of different things that he doesn’t do now and be successful with it. 
So it really is an issue of self-confidence for him, because he 
can do it and he’s very willing to try to hang his hat on somebody 
else’s hook, and the day that he says, no this isn’t it—this is me, is the 
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day that he’ll make some real good gains, and I think he started to do 
that, at least in the very specific work that I’m doing with him, but I 
still think it’s a very fragile scenario. 
The way Mark shuts down is that he’ll cry. Or he’ll get really 
upset. Or he’ll say something but run away and things that will then 
again have more negative impact on him down the road, because he’s 
so upset by how he embarrassed himself in front of a group of people. 
It s at that point that he’ll go and look for adults to help him negotiate 
a situation. 
Those are skills that he definitely had acquired before he got to 
us here. You know the run and get help portion of it? I would say the 
reactionary part, I don’t know how his family dynamics work there, 
but I would say that reactionary is just his instinct. I would say that 
the run and get help is probably parental. I would imagine that his 
parents had a good deal of work on their hands raising him in the early 
stages because he was always in those types of situations. But he 
continues to do that. 
Mark is presently a 17-year-old young man with 
average cognitive ability. Learning disabilities are diagnosed as ADD 
as well as NLD. There is question of Asperger’s, although I have not 
seen anything to really verify that. Emotionally and socially, Mark’s 
maturity level is far below his chronological age as is his cognitive 
ability. He is an extremely impulsive, very sensitive young man. He’s 
a product of a split marriage, of which both families do have rights 
with him. 
I guess, well you’d have to think, first they had to come up with a 
name. They’re actually going to call it the, the chair disease where, when 
you’re sitting in the chair you can’t do your work because it’s harder for you 
to concentrate—I guess they, they watched somebody and they, I think they 
probably did a bunch of tests on someone and on several people and then they 
said well, they’re all learning something and so they say, the first part of it 
being learning, and since it’s harder for them, a learning disorder, or learning 
disabled or learning problem, and so, I think that they named us learning 
disabled and I think they did that because they thought it would be better that 
we have a title so that, that it does come to work and a teacher hears it in 
public school and they say everybody in this class is going fine, but you are 
not doing really well. And you say, well, why do you think that might be? 
But you could say, well I am learning, I have a learning difference, and it’s 
harder for me to learn, but I’m not, but then you have to also add in there I’m 
not going to use it as an excuse, because there’s no reason you should use a 
disability as an excuse for you, that you should maybe say, but I guess that 
maybe since I have a learning difference that it takes me a little bit longer to 
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process the work. And so, they had to come up with something where you 
could explain to a teacher if you were in a situation they’re asking why that 
you were slacking and everybody else were getting, they were moving, they 
were going along, but, I have a learning difference and it’s harder for me to 
learn and, and even to learn in that way and it might take me longer if I have 
to learn in that way. But I think, because of it saying, “Well, it might take me 
longer to learn in that way,” it doesn’t mean well, “We’re the parents, we’re 
not the ones saying you can learn it that way faster or you could learn it a 
different way.” I think you have to learn it the way they’re teaching it all over 
America and all over the world, because there’s not going to be the cash 
register and then the LD cash register—please type in here on the calculator 
so that you get the right amount. And, I mean, it’s all one thing, it might 
break down to a public school, a private school, for, and then there’s a private 
school for learning disabled kids, but it all breaks down into one category— 
and that’s just the world. It’s how it works, and I guess you need to be able to 
function, if you’re learning disabled as if you’re not learning disabled in the 
world, or pretty much you’re not going to survive because there is no learning 
disabled counter to check out here, if you went to public school and you’re not 
learning disabled come check out here. It’s all one, it’s just one big line, one 
big group of people, you all have to function together, because if you were to 
say, well I’m going to have to explain to every single person that I have NLD 
because I keep yelling at everybody. You can’t do that. You have to be able 
to say, you know it’s just a bunch of people and I’m going to have to try to 
learn it their way, so that I don’t have to learn it my way and then have to 
transfer it and do more learning to learn it their way. Rather than, if you just 
learn it their way, it just saves a lot of time. 
I think he’s, I don’t know what to say about him—I’m trying to 
think of a good metaphor for him. It’s like he’s a little universe of his 
own traveling around, and he’s more or less unaffected I think by most 
of what happens. And I’m not saying that’s a good thing—I think it’s 
an unfortunate thing and I think that he sometimes even feels that way, 
that he’s somewhat isolated, and yet he’s a very forward, you know, 
boisterous kind of kid, that you would think is engaged socially. If 
you didn’t know him and you were here for one day, you might think 
he’s a popular kid and everybody talks to him, when really it’s he’s 
bumping up against everybody else during the day. 
He’s more of the sun. Things are revolving around him in his 
mind, I think. And literally, I guess all of these things have an effect 
on him, but he, at least in the social world, he doesn’t respond to other 
things so much as they respond to him. 
I think most of the rest of the world views him as a comet that 
comes crashing through once a day. That’s part of the problem. He’s 
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got one view of how things are, and most other people share a view 
that’s fairly similar about him, and his view and theirs are not the same 
at all. His view is Mark’s view. 
Well I guess I didn’t look at the world as, “There’s a lot of people out 
there.” I looked at as, “Well, I’m Mark Reagan, I can do almost anything”— 
that I was special, that, well if I have a learning disability and I’m special, as 
they say, I’m special because I have something that others don’t, and whether 
that would have been, like my ideas of how I’d have an idea to invent 
something everyday or whether there was always something that I knew, that I 
was special, and that I could, whatever I wanted to do I could get into 
wherever I wanted to go, I could do whatever I wanted to do. 
I guess day-to-day it’s like, if I just look at my life at just one 
point I could say that I actually had a really good life, but, from day- 
to-day I think it’s harder to be me because of the miscommunications 
that go on and because of, sometimes how, telling how someone’s 
feeling or giving someone advice, or just trying to, to control myself 
and what my thoughts are. 
Sometimes I will walk around and I’ll feel that I’m just like 
everybody else, other times I walk around and I might feel that I’m 
different or that, maybe that I’ll feel that I’m different. I’m, that they 
have a better life than me or I feel that I’m higher and I feel that I have 
a better life. 
The temptation to generalize and somehow develop a single, coherent 
construction of disability and of Mark was great: even as I transcribed 
audiotaped interviews, it was tempting focus in each interview on what 
emerged as intersections with others. The allure to construct a profile of Mark 
that purported to get at the agreements, the commonalities in stories as 
somehow more important than the differences was overwhelming. In the end, 
however, it was the differences that characterized the participants’ 
constructions of disability and of Mark. It is the uniqueness of each 
participant’s relationship with Mark and with Mark’s disability that is telling. 
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8.1.3 Research Question 3 
My third and final research question relates to the effects that various 
participants’ constructions of disability might have for Mark (and possibly for 
other students whom they view similarly: 
What are the implications of varying constructions of disability among 
the participants? 
When I was contemplating and designing this study, this question seemed to 
me the crucial question to ask and answer. My intuition was to expect that 
this question could be answered in straightforward terms, by understanding 
differences and patterns among the ways various participants constructed 
disability and by inferring connections to educational policy or pedagogical 
practice. This was not the case. 
In the end, the inference that I felt most comfortable making related to 
participants expectations for Mark after high school or in respect to his wish 
to return to a public high school. Interestingly, participants’ level of optimism 
(or pessimism, more properly) seemed to correlate highly with the degree to 
which they constructed disability in a way that coincided with a traditional 
view of learning disabilities, using the medical model (Carrier, 1987; Murphy, 
1992; Luna, 1997). The more specifically participants identified the locus of 
disability within Mark, the more guarded were their hopes for his future. I 
will demonstrate this pattern by reference to five profiles or portraits of Mark 
that I see as falling along a continuum as they relate to the central assumptions 
of the medical model of learning disabilities: the location of the disability 
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within the person and the expectation of a neurological etiology (Sleeter, 
1987; Luna, 1997). 
In some ways, Mark seemed intuitively to recognize this connection or 
correlation. Having gone to great lengths to separate his conception of 
disability from his understanding of himself, Mark seems most optimistic of 
any of the participants. In fact, he repeatedly talks about disability as limiting 
the chances that he is given to prove himself; at the same time, he displayed 
the most unqualified enthusiasm and optimism for his own future of any of the 
participants: 
I think parents shouldn’t just say, “I don’t think you’re ready.” I think 
parents should always give their son or daughter a chance at what they dream 
of before saying, “You’re not ready for it, I don’t think you would be able to 
handle it.” And I think, you should never doubt someone before seeing how 
they can do and giving them a chance. 
With me, I wanted to go to Bexley; my parents wouldn’t give me a 
chance. They were, my mom is on the Bexley school board, and I guess she 
thinks that, that she’s, she’s smart—she knows everything about it now, 
because she’s been on it eight years, almost, and but it’s not like that. 
Everybody learns different, and just because someone’s different doesn’t 
mean they’re going to learn slower, and I wanted a chance to go to Bexley for 
my junior year, and they wouldn’t give me a chance, and I guess I’m going to 
regret it if I go there for my senior year and it’s not working out, because if I 
had that chance for my junior year, you would have known it’s not going to 
work out for his senior year, let’s send him, let’s put him somewhere where he 
can, where it can actually work out. 
I think that, if my parents would just say hey—I want a chance, you’re 
giving me a chance, look at it in my point of view, I think they would actually 
realize that it’s not always as it looks. I think they’re looking at an apple and 
they’re seeing an orange, while I’m looking at an apple and I’m seeing, saying 
I can make apple juice out of that. I can change the situation into something 
where I could succeed. No matter what the situation is, I’ll make some way, 
I’ll find some way where I could succeed through that situation, and I guess 
my parents just didn’t feel like giving me a chance. 
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Mark s enthusiasm here is unbounded. Even his manner in relaying 
this portion of his narrative is excited, and he talked animatedly as he told me 
this story. It was clear that from Mark’s point of view, his future could and 
would be bright—he hoped that future would be at Bexley. Mark went on: 
I guess they, they told me they didn’t feel I was ready for a public 
school, and I guess that was the worse decision that they could have ever 
made was to tell me that I was not ready for something rather than to give me 
a chance at something, and then after seeing that I’m not ready for it because 
of how things are going, then say you know what, now I can say I don’t think 
you’re ready for public school, but they haven’t really seen me in public 
school in a high school situation, so they can’t really say I’m not ready for it, 
because they don’t know what’s coming. 
In a somewhat circuitous fashion, the point that Mark seems to be 
making here is that he does not feel that he should be judged for who he is 
rather than for what he does. In other words, he feels that he should be given 
the opportunity to fail before anyone uses the “fact” of his disability as a 
reason for disqualifying him from trying. 
Sometimes I, I see that a lot with my parents where I see it one way, 
and there’s always something hidden that they think, or there’s something that 
I don’t understand and they know, but really it’s looking at it in my view, try 
to be me, and then you’ll see what it’s like, where it, when you’re, when it’s 
me, I guess, now I can kinda understand how to explain to somebody. Where 
it’s me and I wanna chance at something so I should think, I think I should be 
fairly treated, or hear, “Mark, we’re going to give you this chance. We’re 
going to see how you can do at a public school, and if it’s not working out, 
then you know what? We’re going have to say, ‘We’re going to have to go up 
a step, we’re going to have to send you somewhere where you can get the 
proper help that you need.’” But to tell someone you’re not, you’re not good 
enough to go there yet, telling somebody that is just going to ruin them 
inside—all that, that stuff and their self-esteem they had built up saying I can 
do it, I’m able to do it, like the little engine that said he could—yes I can, yes I 
can. All that inside, and saying, you know, you’re just not good enough to go 
to a public school yet. Right there it just crumbles, and it’s like you take the 
wheels off the track and the engine just falls back to the bottom. 
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Like many of the teachers, Mr. Lacario seemed unwilling to construct 
a notion of disability at all, seeming almost consciously to avoid using the 
term. While this perspective is obviously different that Mark’s open attempts 
to separate himself from what others have termed a disability, the optimism 
that it seems to carry with it is similar. Although Mr. Lacario’s view of the 
future for Mark was not as unqualifiedly optimistic as Mark’s, it was 
considerably more optimistic than views that other participants presented. It 
was clear that Mr. Lacario had not ruled out possible futures for Mark to the 
extent that other school personnel seemed to have. Importantly, Mr. Lacario 
does rule out the possibility that Mark could be successful at the public school 
that he so badly wants to attend: 
I think he would have a hard time being successful in a large 
public school. I would think he would have difficulty academically 
and socially. Academically, because I think it would be very hard for 
him in a class of twenty or twenty-five students, very hard for him. I 
think it would be hard for him to have a period go by where he doesn’t 
say something. I think he needs to feel that connection to the teachers; 
I think that frankly helps him a lot to do well, that connection that he 
has. 
[In a public school,] he couldn’t possibly have it [the 
connection], because if he did, there would be people furious with him 
in the class. It would affect him socially. I think the teacher wouldn’t 
be able deal with it. The teacher would never be able to allow him to 
take up that much of his or her time. There would be no way. 
He would have a hard time socially. I think the kids here are 
more forgiving than they are in a public school, and I think they can 
forget what he says sometimes, or just his wanting to be the center of 
attention in classes, that sort of thing, kids can overlook that more 
easily than they could in a public school. I think that kids would be on 
him, and that would just make him have even more difficulty. In other 
words, he feels good, I think, about himself, because he’s doing well 
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here in his classes, and he benefits from the structure, and he benefits 
from his rapport with teachers, and in a public school system he 
wouldn’t get that, he wouldn’t have that. 
His skills are such, academic skills are such that I’m sure that 
he could go into some kind of a college type program. I don’t know 
exactly what college program, but we have students here who without 
a doubt have more difficulty than Mark academically, and I think that 
given the right program, he could go to a small, appropriate college. 
By refusing to develop a notion of disability as a discrete and 
meaningful category of experience, Mr. Lacario’s portrait of Mark makes the 
fewest assumptions consonant with a medical model of learning disabilities of 
any of the school-based portraits. In doing so, Mr. Lacario has refused to 
locate a disability existing within Mark. In fact, he has refused to locate 
disability at all. At the same time, Mr. Lacario’s portrait is also the most 
optimistic of the portraits, aside from Mark’s profile of himself. 
While nevertheless maintaining a skepticism of some of the other 
aspects of a traditional view of disabilities, Mark’s stepfather’s portrait seems 
clearly to locate a disability within Mark, moving closer to the medical model 
of learning disabilities on the continuum that I have suggested. It is evident 
that Curt sees Mark’s disability as somehow existing within Mark and accepts 
the diagnosis that was made by “medical people:” 
Well, obviously there’s some birth defects there, because he 
has some problems, that’s what we’re told by medical people that 
seem to understand this. 
At the same time, Curt describes Mark’s disability as “just this incestuous 
laziness” that is cultivated by: 
This whole concept of needing help [which] gets exacerbated 
and grows, there is no end. So it starts with somebody having to do 
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their homework for them, because God forbid they should have to put 
on their proverbial thinking cap, which is what they used to use fifty 
years ago when I was supposed to study, and block out all the 
extraneous influences on their lives and in fact come up with an 
answer in a question in a book that the teacher told them they had to 
do. But it’s much easier to say, “Dad, come here a minute.” Once the 
dad comes here a minute, then within three weeks he’s doing the 
homework. Now, all of the sudden, the child doesn’t have to do 
homework by themselves anymore. So it’s like, it just starts building 
on itself, and everything gets amplified and gets harder to do. 
Curt seems to hold out some hope that Mark can overcome some of 
the difficulties that he faces with Curt’s and others’ help. In the end, it is 
perhaps faith in his own abilities to help Mark that Curt has, more than 
optimism for Mark’s future based on Mark’s qualities. It is interesting to 
remember that Curt explains his choice to stay with Mark and his mother in 
this way: 
I think I can fix anything. It’s just my nature. And I probably, 
as crazy as this sounds, have had a hundred young people that I have 
mentored over the years, including today. 
Most telling of Curt’s level of optimism or expectation for Mark’s future is 
Curt’s comment about Susan’s (Mark’s mother) worries for Mark’s future: 
He’s a very high functioning individual a surprising amount of 
the time. He is not what we sent to you. So something that you’re 
doing there is giving him a chance to excel and do better, and the hope 
is, when he gets out of there after the end of next year, and then gets to 
go to the New York Institute of Technology, or school in Florida, or 
whatever it is, and gets more skills, that he will actually be able to be 
functioning on his own someday. I would hope. But there’s no way to 
know that. And if he’s not, I don’t know what we’re going to do about 
it. Susan asks me about that, and I say, “Why do you want to deal 
with that today? Just keep doing the best you can do.” I say, 
“Unfortunately you’re younger than I am, so you are probably going to 
be around to see it.” 
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Mark s mother s construction of disability seems entirely congruent 
with the medical model of learning disabilities. Susan describes Mark’s 
disability as a part of Mark, physically, neurologically, and she sees it as a 
fixed entity with which Mark and his family will have to deal his entire life: 
We did send him to Menniger, he was there for eleven months. 
There were certain aspects of that program that were not good, but 
what was good was number one they got him on a medication regime 
that was much more appropriate to what he needed, balancing the 
chemicals within him that allowed him to not be hyperactive anymore, 
and to be less impulsive. It was such an intensive program that 
allowed him to really work through and understand step by step, day 
after day, in fact many times a day, all those issues that were part of 
him. 
Solidifying the notion that she sees disability as fixed and as existing 
within the individual, Susan offered this comment about Mark’s view of 
himself: 
So after all of that, for him to feel pretty much today, while he 
admits it’s real hard to be him, and life is tough, and certain things go 
on in his head as he’s just trying to do the right thing, he still does see 
himself as essentially a good person. He sees a part of himself inside 
as normal. 
Along with Susan’s traditional, medical understanding of learning 
disabilities seemed to come a profound trepidation about Mark’s future. This 
was evident in Curt’s comment about how often Susan wonders aloud what 
Mark’s future might hold and in her repeated reference to Mark’s future 
needs: “At seventeen and throughout his life, he will need to create his own 
structures that will allow him to be successful in whatever he does.” 
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The clearest example of a participant who seems to have accepted the 
medical model of learning disabilities fully is Mr. Gardner, Mark’s counselor 
at Harbert Hill. In his opening description of Mark, the clinical approach that 
Mr. Gardner takes if obvious: 
Mark is presently a 17-year-old young man with average 
cognitive ability. Learning disabilities are diagnosed as ADD as well 
as NLD. There is question of Asperger’s, although I have not seen 
anything to really verify that. Emotionally and socially, Mark’s 
maturity level is far below his chronological age as is his cognitive 
ability. He is an extremely impulsive, very sensitive young man. He’s 
a product of a split marriage, of which both families do have rights 
with him; so therefore, he spends some time with his biological dad 
and stepmother in New York, and a lot of time with his biological 
mom and step-dad in Ohio. 
Mr. Gardner goes on to make his assessment of Mark and his 
concerns, it seems, about unwarranted optimism on the part of those working 
with Mark even clearer: 
He wants to be a normal kid, but the bottom line is he is not 
normal. He is not a normal kid. If you take an abnormal kid and put 
him into a normal environment with the hope that the peer models 
around him will force and socially force him to become normal, its bad 
judgment on our part, because he’s 17 years old. He’s not a five or six 
year old kid where you can start to role model. He’s already got his 
opinions. His personality’s already in place. 
Somebody needs to ask the question, can Mark be normalized? 
I know he has a whole neuro-pscyh done last summer, and it was very 
clear what is present skill level is, but ask the question, “Are we trying 
to make this kid something that he can never be?” 
Even more sobering are Mr. Gardner’s comments about Mark’s prospects for 
the future, both in terms of career and personally: 
But I don’t know where he’s going. I wish I could tell you 
where he was going. I think the fact that he has two strong families 
that care and love him so much are going to make the difference 
between him being successful in life or not. I think Curt will find him 
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a job somewhere within his organization and make sure that he’s 
covered, and Mark will do a good job at the job. It’s not like he’s not 
capable of doing that. And he’ll be taken care of that way, but you’re 
always going to have to worry about whether his impulsivity is going 
to get him to do something that he’s going to be screwed for. 
Curt may be able to get him the lawyers, and stuff like that. I 
think Curt has a lot to offer him. He’s taken Mark under his wing, and 
he will provide for the kid. The kid will work; he won’t know that 
Curt is behind the scenes pulling all these strings for him, but Curt will 
do that for him. If he doesn’t, then my impression of Curt is very 
wrong. 
He’s going to be alone. One of these days, he’s truly, if he 
hasn’t already, he’s gonna be there alone. He’s going to identify the 
fact that “I am alone—I have no friends—I have no peer group.” For 
him to be oblivious to his inappropriate social skills or poor social 
judgment might cause him less pain now, but in the long run will cause 
him a great deal of pain, because the day will come when he realizes 
when it will obviously come, that “I have no one.” And then what 
does he do then? Is that the day he hangs himself? 
Again, my contention here is that the more fully individuals have 
accepted a medical model of learning disabilities, the more pessimistic they 
are about Mark’s future. Mark, who has worked hard to reject the idea of 
disability that has been forced into his life, seems the most optimistic and 
excited about the future. In my opinion, a too simplistic reading of this 
situation would be to accept that Mark’s point of view is naive, youthful, and 
perhaps the result of the disability which he rejects. It seems to me that this is 
precisely the reading that many in the field of learning disabilities would 
suggest having read the profiles and portraits in this study. 
My hope is that these findings will encourage those working in the 
field of special education to take care in their approach to learning disabilities 
and those they define as learning disabled, taking into account the ideological 
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implications of their constructions of disability (Sleeter, 1987; Gallagher, 
1998; Skrtic, 1995). In simpler terms, it is my hope that the findings of this 
study will encourage or allow professionals in the field of learning disabilities 
to make choices about the theoretical models that they use based, in part at 
least, on the likely affects that they will have politically and ideologically in 
the wider social context. It is my contention that if Mr. Lacario’s view or 
refusal to construct disability in any traditional way were to become the 
prevailing understanding in the field, people like Mark would find the world a 
more hopeful and welcoming place. The difficulty with a shift such as I am 
proposing is that the field of special education would, as a consequence, 
dissolve, and this, as Gallagher (1999) and Skrtic (1995) point out is a very 
difficult thing to ask of professionals who have built their careers and 
credibility around the prevailing, medical model of disability. 
8.2 Implications 
The importance and implications of this study for school 
administration are best stated in terms of methodology rather than universal 
mandates for school policy. In conducting this study, I found that what was 
most important was the process of working with the participants as they 
developed their constructions of disability. Time to talk with, but especially, 
listen to teachers, parents, and students is something that is often considered a 
luxury in a school setting. Certainly, programmatically, very few schools are 
able to provide frequent forums for genuine connections to be made between 
administrators, teachers, parents, and students. Often, attempts to provide 
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such contact means a single meeting or short series of ad hoc meetings around 
a pressing “problem.” What this study suggests, is that such contacts should 
be made on the smaller scale, person to person, but broadly across the levels 
of school hierarchy. 
More important, I think, than planning discussions formally is the 
willingness of those involved in the enterprise of education (students, parents, 
teachers, administrators, other school personnel, at least) to listen to and value 
one another’s stories. Valuing narrative means resisting the temptation to 
generalize and take generalizations to be the kernel of truth that will enable 
decision-making on a large scale. For school administrators and teachers, that 
means having and taking the time to treat students individually, not only in 
terms of academic skills and educational outcomes, but also as people with 
developing life stories and worldviews. It also means having the opportunity 
and inclination to get together as teachers and talk with and about students— 
their successes, their failures, their hopes, and their understanding of their 
place in the world. 
The most significant finding of this study in terms of the 
administration and implementation of schooling is this: everything is local— 
even, in some ways, personal. In terms of curriculum, this means loosening 
our strangle hold on students through so-called competency testing and 
allowing students, parents, and teachers to come together to decide was is 
important for a given student to study. Currently in special education, the IEP 
(Individualized Education Plan) is our best attempt to do this: it is an attempt 
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that fails in more cases than it should because it depends upon a group of 
people coming together to develop a single, coherent understanding of what a 
student needs and how he or she will best acquire it. This study suggests that 
such a coherent, rational, cohesive understanding of a student and of disability 
is simply not possible. It is the negotiation of multiple views, the ongoing 
development of each person’s view in relation to others that is important and 
that should be encouraged in an educational environment. 
8.3 Directions for Further Research 
The findings of this study suggest the need for further research in the 
field of learning disabilities from a qualitative perspective. In particular, 
further phenomenologically-based study of the experience of learning 
disabilities within educational environments is warranted. 
Study of the experiences of students at various stages in a process of 
coming to construct an understanding of learning disabilities seems one 
direction that further qualitative study could take. An ongoing, longitudinal 
study beginning when a student was first diagnosed or became aware of 
learning disabilities would be especially helpful to parents and school 
personnel who are typically involved in the first discussions about disability. 
Such a study might continue by following a student throughout his or her 
education and perhaps even further. Watching a student’s developing and 
ever-shifting notions of disability as he or she grows and changes 
academically, socially, and emotionally would provide educators with a sense 
of the process of an individual’s construction of disability. 
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Taking another direction, further research might focus as this study did 
not, on the institutional constructions of disability in various contexts. While 
the findings of this study suggest that global generalizations about a setting 
are to be regarded with extreme caution, it is possible that shifting the design 
of such a study might allow for useful connections to be made among 
participants’ stories. For example, by interviewing participants whose 
institutions roles were equivalent, a study of the construction of disability 
within a single school’s campus might yield interesting characterizations of 
the institution, globally, that might be true (in total) of none of the individual 
perspectives offered by participants. 
Another possible approach to further research would be an 
examination of the correlation between perspectives on disability and outlook 
for the future of the disabled across a much larger sample. Using another 
methodology, it would be interesting to determine whether, on a much larger 
scale, the objectivist point of view correlates with a pessimistic or more 
limiting view of learning disabled students’ potential to succeed in the world 
beyond formal schooling. 
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